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ABSTRACT
FROM OUTSIDERS TO IN-BETWEENS:
IDENTITY NEGOTIATION OF THAI FEMALE MIGRANTS IN HONG KONG
by
ZHANG Yu
Master of Philosophy

As a multicultural cosmopolitan, transnational migration has an inseparable
relationship with the socio-economic development of Hong Kong, the phenomenon
of transnational marriage between Hong Kong men and Southeast Asian women
has become one of the influential factors impacting the family and social structure
in this city. This research aimed to investigate the complicated identities of Thai
female migrants within this specific socio-demographic group in Hong Kong.
This study, guided by identity, gender, and narrative perspectives, examines the
subjective experiences of Thai female migrants through their journey of
transnational migration to Hong Kong from an intersectionality perspective.
Therefore, the central focus of my research question is 1). How do Thai female
migrants living in Hong Kong perceive their identity? 2). How does the Hong Kong
context shape Thai female migrants’ identity negotiation? Using qualitative
research methodology with an ethnographic approach, in-depth interviews with
fourteen Thai female migrants from diverse backgrounds and participant
observations were conducted at two field sites in Hong Kong. A thematic analysis
was then used to analyse the narratives to examine how these migrants negotiate
their national, ethnic and gender identities in the new socio-cultural environment.
Based on my in-depth interviews and ethnographic work with Thai migrant
communities in Hong Kong, this thesis argues on two grounds. First, the stories
shared in the interviews resonated common themes that had impacted on
participants’ lives and shaped their identity; being a belief in Buddhism which has
a close relationship with Thai nation-state building and identity. Buddhism has
become a symbol of the Thai people to articulate their identity and become the
connection between Thai migrants and Thailand. Respondents used various

strategies to maintain Thainess1 and perceive their identity. Second, I argue when
Thai female migrants arrived in Hong Kong, their experiences on the autonomy and
freedom for women in Hong Kong society empower them to challenge and question
the gender inequality and the definition of woman. Under these circumstances, the
subtle idea changes set the way for the negotiation of gender role expectations and
reinvent their womanhood in Hong Kong.
This study enriches understanding of the dynamic nature of identity negotiation and
in-between identity. These findings lend an understanding to illustrate the influence
of multiculturalism on female migrants’ meaning making and accentuate the
importance to pay attention to diversity within a migrant population; in particular,
the presence of various groups of migrants at the same point of time, and to maintain
a multicultural orientation to understand transnational migration in the current time.

1

Thainess (การแผลงเป็ นไทย): A moral virtue and loyalty to nation, religion and king (ชาติ ศาสนา

พระเจ ้าอยูห
่ ัว). It is the process by which people of different cultural and ethnic origins living in
Thailand become assimilated to the dominant culture of Thailand (Luang Wichitwathakan).
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

1.1 Introduction
This thesis investigates the complicated identities of Thai female migrants in
Hong Kong. More particularly, it is concerned with providing an understanding
of the day to day experience of a specific socio-demographic group – Thai female
migrants, in order to contribute knowledge to understand their identity negotiation
in Hong Kong.

According to Bhugra and Becker (2005), migration has a close link with identity.
Identity, furthermore, can be influenced and changed by different migration
experiences. Therefore, one may not only have a single and fixed identity, but
double or multiple identities. When migrants move from one region or country to
another, they are usually confronted with new national, cultural and ethnic identity
from the host society. However, migrants also bring their own identity, language,
values, beliefs and behaviors, which might differ from those of the host country.

Identity has long been studied and understood by sociologists as a contextual
phenomenon (Huddy, 2002). However, the process of identity negotiation needs
to be understood along with different migratory spaces (home and host countries)
and different time periods (before and after migration). Through the in-depth study
of everyday forms of identity negotiation, this research aimed to capture sociocultural instances of identity negotiation and to document how this negotiation
process applied to Thai female migrants in Hong Kong.
1

1.2 Background to the Research
My original interest of this research was sparked by a chance meeting with Ms.
Warunee at Wat Buddhadhamaram in 2015. Her elaboration more or less revealed
the marginal status of Thai female migrants in Hong Kong society, as she feels
“there is no position for her in Hong Kong society”.

Many people study migrants in Hong Kong, but they only focus on these from
mainland China or domestic workers from Indonesia and Philippines…But
not us, we are different… Sometimes I do not know how to answer whether
I am a Thai or a Hong Konger… When I back to Thailand, people around
me will say I am a wife of Hong Kong husband and live in Hong Kong, but
here in Hong Kong, people may just think I am a domestic worker…
(Warunee, 65 years, Retired).

Warunee’s view reflects the identity dilemma which she and other Thai female
migrants have to face. As Frable (1997) defined, identity is the individual’s
psychological relationship to particular social category systems (p. 139). There are
a few studies related to Thai female migrants, mostly conducted in Western
countries. However, there is a dearth of research on this phenomenon in Hong Kong
except for a few focusing on domestic workers from Southeast Asia. With Hong
Kong recognized as a city where the East and the West meet, where the social and
cultural contexts in are significantly different, this is a recognized gap to be
investigated. Therefore, it is very worthy to study Thai female migrants in Hong
Kong.

In 2016, a total of 584,383 ethnic minorities, constituting 8% of the entire
population were living in Hong Kong (Appendix A). Analyzed by ethnic groups of
2

Asians (other than Chinese race), the majority are Filipinos (2.5%) and Indonesians
(2.1%) (Census and Statistics Department, 2017, p. 18). Conversely, of the 8,879
Thai female migrants living in Hong Kong at that time, only 1,723 were classified
as domestic workers, constituting only 1% of the total population. The migration
pattern of Thais moving to Hong Kong is highly feminized with approximately 87%
of Thai migrants in Hong Kong being female. The term “Thai Migrants” here refers
to those Thai nationals who were born in Thailand, whose first language is Thai,
got married with Hong Kong Chinese husband, migrated and lived in Hong Kong
more than seven years with permanent resident status. According to population bycensus, most of these Thai women migrated through marriage with local Hong
Kong Chinese. As a migrant who is both an ethnic minority and a woman, how they
perceive themselves in Hong Kong society and how they find the way and meaning
in their lives has a great impact on personal, familial and societal levels. This issue
motivated me to embark on this project to explore the subjective life experiences of
Thai female migrants in Hong Kong.

The total number of Thai people in Hong Kong is small when compared to
Indonesian and Filipino. Despite an increasing trend of Thai female migrating in
Hong Kong, there are as yet no studies about their situation. Afore stated,
approximately 87% of Thai population in Hong Kong are female. Recently, there
are some studies on common stereotypes of Southeast Asian women in Hong Kong
society related to prostitution, mail order brides or the negative images on them as
domestic workers. It is worthwhile for us to investigate how do Thai female
migrants perceive themselves in Hong Kong society and how do they respond to
these common perceptions and stereotypes against them. It is also important for us
3

to find out what kind of challenges and strategies that Thai female migrants use to
face or deal with, and understand their identity negotiation along with their journey
of migration.

Another key point of this thesis is to study Thai female migrants’ participation in
transnational practices and understand how they negotiate their identity and
reinvent their womanhood through these premises in Hong Kong. This thesis argues
that Thai female migrants should be understood within “transnational migration” in
this globalization era, as their migration experience has a close relationship to both
the home and host countries.

The Thai female migrants in this research grew up in Thailand, where Thai
traditional cultures and values prevail within a “nation-religion-monarchy” trinity.
However, Hong Kong as a city where the East meets the West, under the long period
of British governance, the local Chinese culture in Hong Kong has been
amalgamated with a lot of western ideology like Christianity, democracy, and
capitalism (Ho, Wong, & Chan, 2003). This study strengthens our understanding of
how the social and cultural discrepancies in Hong Kong affect Thai female
migrants’ lives and their identity negotiation.

The life experience of Thai female migrants in Hong Kong raises the question of
what kind of racial discrimination and stigma they face. In recent years, there are
many studies regarding stigmas of Southeast Asian women in Hong Kong which
related to sex work, human trafficking, mail-order brides and fake marriage. These

4

images of Southeast Asian women are often represented in local and international
mass media.

If transnational migrants are to participate fully in the life of the host society, more
needs to be investigated about their subjective experiences. Particularly, there is a
need for us to understand further how they negotiate their identity in the host society
and how this identity negotiation process impacts their womanhood. Through the
analysis of the narratives, this study brings to light not only the complex
psychosocial processes caused by the experience of transnational migration, but
also a sense of their experiences as both women and migrants in Hong Kong.

Since transnational migrants in this age of globalization engage in several social
fields and roles, maintain their connections in two or more societies, which are their
home and host countries, this thesis proposed that Thai female migrants do not
simply abandon their national, cultural and ethnic values and identity. Instead, they
will carry these ideologies and socio-cultural practices through their migration
journey. Besides, their life experience in both the home and host countries help
them create a unique transnational social sphere and develop an in-between identity
in Hong Kong.

The significance of analyzing contemporary migration under transnationalism
recognizes that transnationalities affect migrants’ survival challenges and strategies
and their identity along with migration. Moreover, this thesis also investigated the
social positions and roles of Thai female migrants by using “intersectionality” as

5

the approach, to find out how the different social-cultural contexts shape their
identity negotiation and affect their womanhood in Hong Kong.

1.3 Aims and Significance of the Research
There are two main significances of this research. First and foremost, this study
aims at contributing to the field by providing insightful information concerning
transnational migration. The increasing trend of cross-border marriages and
transnational migration affects the demographic structure in Hong Kong as many
migrants in Hong Kong are culturally different from the current cultural majority.
Understanding the motivation of their migration, their experiences, and related
challenges are staples of social science inquiry (Bernard, 2000). Findings from this
study also enrich our understanding of identity negotiation and womanhood
reinvention of Thai female migrants in Hong Kong.

Secondly, this study also contributes to theory building, which is an essential feature
of qualitative research. Blumer (1969) provides effective strategies for theory
development emphasizing the salience of sensitizing concepts to knowledge
building. Identity has been studied and understood by sociologists as a contextual
phenomenon. However, the process of identity negotiation still cannot be
generalized and needs to be understood within different space and time. Through
the in-depth study of everyday forms of identity negotiation, this research aims to
capture socio-cultural instances of identity negotiation and to document how this
negotiation process applies to Thai female migrants in Hong Kong, generating new
knowledge about the process of transnational migration and the process of identity
negotiation.
6

1.4 Research Questions
In keeping with the aims of this research, the following research questions were
formulated.

1. How do Thai female migrants living in Hong Kong perceive their national and
ethnic identity, and their identity as a woman?

2. How does the Hong Kong socio-cultural context shape Thai female migrants’
identity negotiation and affect their womanhood?

1.5 Research Focus and Design
This study focused on the identity negotiation of Thai female migrants in the
process of transnational migration. Identity is a way people position themselves in
relation to others and act accordingly (Burkitt, 1991). Identity gives one the idea of
who one is and how one relates to others in the world in which we all live
(Woodward, 1997). Identity also provides the link between an individual and the
society in which the individual lives, and gives an individual a sense of belonging
to the society and location in the world. This research raises issues of transnational
migration, nationalism, social, ethnic identities of female migrants, giving voice to
Thai female migrants, enhancing our understanding of their identity negotiation and
womanhood reinvention.

A qualitative methodology was employed in this research to collect rich data and
generate insights into the life experiences of Thai female migrants. A qualitative
method has the capacity to value Thai female migrants’ first-hand experience as a
7

basis for knowledge. Alston and Bowles recognize the value of this type of research
as having the capacity to yield rich data allowing for an examination of complex
situations (1998, pp. 185-6). Semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted
with fourteen Thai female migrants in Hong Kong; two fieldwork sites were
studied. One is Wat Buddhadhamaram, one of the most influential Thai temples in
Hong Kong managed by the Office of National Buddhism, Thailand. The other one
is Thai Regional Alliance in Hong Kong (TRA-HK), which is a non-governmental
organization (NGOs) organized by Thai people in Hong Kong to provide support
for Thai people in Hong Kong. The characteristics of ethnographic research,
enhance the interactions between members and outsiders, provide the means of
bringing discovery of new relationships, new meaning, and understanding of an
area that has been little researched (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009). In this way, this
approach best suited the purposes and aims of this research, in that it enabled a
theoretical reflexivity and allowed for an inclusive approach to the research task
(Bergold & Thomas, 2012).

Narratives gained in semi-structured interviews conducted with fourteen Thai
female migrants were the primary data collection methods, while participant
observation at Wat Buddhadhamaram and Thai Regional Alliance in Hong Kong
being the secondary method. Through the stories from Thai female migrants,
narratives of life experiences involved in the process of transnational migration
were illuminated. The rich data collected provides insights into the life experiences
of Thai female migrants to understand their identity negotiation in Hong Kong.

8

1.6 Overview of the Thesis
This thesis consists of seven chapters. Chapter One provides the focus of the thesis,
which is Thai female migrants and their identity negotiation through the journey of
transnational migration to Hong Kong. Identifying the particular issues specific to
Thai female migrants in Hong Kong established the thesis’s foundation.

Chapter Two provides a contextual picture of women’s migration in the Asia Pacific
region, with attention paid to Hong Kong to understand the migration situation,
historically and contemporarily. Such background is essential in understanding the
issues that relate to identity negotiation of Thai female migrants in Hong Kong for
this study.

Chapter Three firstly considers the literature surrounding the key constructs of this
study, which are transnational migration and identity, secondly, locates the Thai
female migrants in Hong Kong within the context of these constructs through the
narrative perspectives and lastly, the conceptual framework of suprasystem and
identity negotiation elaborates an understanding of the multi-contextually contexts.
This study utilizes Aroche and Coello’s (1994) suprasystems and Ho’s (2006)
impact of migration experience on identity model to explore the wide range of
factors affecting Thai female migrants’ identity and the process of the impact.

Chapter Four outlines the research approach taken in this study including
conceptual framework and methodological approach. This chapter also discusses in
detail the criteria for selecting respondents to participate in the study and specifies
the data collection methods and procedures. Particular procedures that were utilised
9

for analyzing the data are detailed, and the strategies employed to ensure the
“trustworthiness and authenticity” and the ethical consideration of the research
described. The chapter also includes reflections on the role of the researcher.

The next two chapters outline and discuss the research findings that emerged from
the study, based on the researcher’s ethnographic study at Wat Buddhadhamaram
and Thai Regional Alliance in Hong Kong through the individual, family,
community and social life experiences of Thai female migrants in Hong Kong.
Chapter Five explores the concepts of identity negotiation, and its relationship with
Buddhism, nationalism, and gender. Chapter Six is the final of the findings chapters.
In this chapter, the process and impact of Thai female migrants reinvented
womanhood in Hong Kong are explored, revealing in greater detail the emerging
themes that highlight how the Hong Kong context shapes their identity negotiation.

Chapter Seven concludes the thesis, drawing together the central themes outlined
in the previous chapter with a discussion of identity negotiation through the life
experiences of Thai female migrants in Hong Kong. Suggestions are provided for
further research.

10

CHAPTER TWO
CONTEXTUAL BACKGROUND ON MIGRATION IN THE
ASIA-PACIFIC REGION AND HONG KONG

2.1 Introduction
This chapter reviews the literature on women’s migration in the Asia-Pacific region,
exploring the situation of Southeast Asian migrants in Hong Kong and provides the
background to understand Thai female migrants’ lives in Hong Kong. The chapter
also explicates the rationale for the focus on female migrants and highlights the
gender perspective in migration studies.

2.2 Women’s Migration in the Asia-Pacific Region
In the era of increasing mobility and globalization, migration from and within the
Asia-Pacific region has assumed gendered dimension being highly feminized
affecting the migration flows, trends and patterns (Sijapati, 2015). This section
explores the trend, the factor and the impact of women’s migration in the AsiaPacific region, thus providing a background to understand Thai female migrants
nowadays.

Generally speaking, the motivations of women’s migration are widely diversified,
including economic and education opportunities, marriage and family reunification,
as well as forced migration. Globally, the proportion of women among all migrants
was 48% in 2015 (IOM, 2015). Due to the vast size, as well as its social, economic
and cultural diversity and complexity of the Asia-Pacific region, the discussion of
migration patterns and trends in the Asia-Pacific region is not easy to be
11

generalized. Firstly, as women’s migration rises in some regions, it declines in
others. In line with global trends, female migrants account for 48% of the total
number of migrants to the Asia-Pacific region, and 44% of migrants from the region
(IOM, 2015). Secondly, the destinations for female migrants are heterogeneous, and
intra-regional migration is significant. The oil rich Gulf countries and the developed
countries in East Asia and Southeast Asia are the main destinations for women’s
migration (World Bank, 2014). Thirdly, many female migrants migrate through
irregular channels and/or are in irregular status (Shah, 2014). The official statistics
on women’s immigration in most countries of this region are considered to be a
major undervaluation because a large number of women migrate through informal
channels and/or are working in irregular and illegal status (UN Women, 2013). Last
but not least, female migrants mainly work in female-dominated occupations. The
gendered perception of women migrants has meant that their demand is primarily
in the domestic, hospitality, health and care, garment and entertainment sectors (UN
Women, 2013).

In the past, many scholars believe that women’s migration mainly occurs in the
context of association migration, including family reunification and marriage.
However, with the increased number of female migrants who migrating on their
own, there has been increased attention on the determinants of women’s migration
(Agrawal, 2006). In a broad sense, political, economic, cultural and social factors
have been identified to study female migrants in current times. Under these
circumstances, the traditional “push” and “pull” approach in migration studies
cannot simply explain the actual migration of women in the era of globalization.
The complex web of social networks has resulted in circular and cumulative impacts
12

with women’s migration higher in places where there already are earlier migrants
(Massey et al., 2005).

The existing literature also points out the significant contributions by female
migrants to both home and host countries. Firstly, is the financial impact. In many
sending countries, women’s remittances are among the largest sources of cash
revenue. Even though some women understandably send smaller amounts than
men, women remit a higher proportion of their earnings and do so more frequently
(IOM, 2010). The combined effects of these remittances can be significant; contrary
to men’s remittances, which are spent overwhelmingly on “productive assets”,
women’s remittances tend to be used for education, health, food, clothing and
housing (UN Women, 2013). Secondly is the social impact. Besides financial
remittances, the social remittances of women migrants regarding ideas, skills,
attitudes and knowledge can also contribute to socio-economic development,
human rights and gender equality in countries of origin. While a complete
transformation in gender hierarchy and relations is not evident, migration of women
contributes towards reformulating gender roles and cultural norms (Lopez-Ekra et
al., 2011). Further, instead of replacing native workers, immigrants, especially
women migrants, often take up jobs that native workers are unwilling to do, such
as elder care, which is particularly important in countries with aging populations.
For instance, in Hong Kong, migrant domestic workers, (1) make it possible for
Hong Kong women to go out and work, (2) help fill the existing void in child-care
services and (3) if English-speaking, serve a dual role as helper and English
language assistant. Without domestic help, a family member, often the woman,
would have to stay at home, resulting in lower household income (Nagy, 2013).
13

Despite increased women’s migration in the Asia-Pacific region and a large number
of research studies on various aspects of this new phenomenon of women’s
migration, there is a need to further investigate the cause and motivation of
women’s migration and their life of adaption in the host country, particularly in
Asia and Southeast Asia. Previous and current studies have been limited to the labor
migration and domestic worker only. Moreover, a lack of literature and academic
concern with female professional and volunteer migrants including female migrants
from middle and upper-class backgrounds in developing countries, leave a vacuum
for understanding the diverse forms of migration among women.

2.3 Southeast Asian Migrants in Hong Kong
Hewison (2004) provides an overall understanding of Southeast Asian migrants in
Hong Kong. Hong Kong has seen a marked increase in migrant labor since the late
1960s, and in the past twenty years, Southeast Asian migrant workers have been
important for Hong Kong’s socio-economic development. Hong Kong remains an
immigrant society as 40% of the population in Hong Kong are foreign born. Most
of the Southeast Asian migrants who work in Hong Kong come from the
Philippines, Indonesia and Thailand as domestic workers in middle-class families.
However, little is known of the current situation of professional migrants from
Southeast Asia, especially those female migrants who married and live in Hong
Kong.

A total of 584,383 ethnic minorities, constituting 8% of the whole population in
Hong Kong, were living in Hong Kong in 2016. Analyzed by ethnic groups of
Asians (other than Chinese), the majority of them were Filipinos (2.5%) and
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Indonesian (2.1%). The remaining included Indians (0.5%), Pakistanis (0.3%),
Nepalese (0.2%), Japanese (0.1%), and Thais (0.1%) (Census and Statistics
Department, 2017, p. 18). With Indonesian and Filipino migrant workers being the
largest of these minority groups, existing researches have paid inordinate attention
to study domestic workers from these two countries in the traditional way, which is
using “power” to understand the “pull” and “push” factors in transnational
migration between developing country and developed country. On the other hand,
recent studies and policies in Hong Kong focus on South Asian rather than
Southeast Asian. Under these circumstances, it is more necessary to study Southeast
Asian female migrants, a minority within the minority.

There have been numerous studies of overseas migrant workers in Hong Kong, but
few consider Thais. Also, most recent researches focus on Thai migrants from the
working class but ignore the internal differences among Thai women. It is therefore
worth exploring the different life stories of different Thai migrants to understand
their life experiences in Hong Kong. From the previous studies, it is clear that Thai
workers view their time in Hong Kong as providing them with an opportunity to
support their families, including parents and younger siblings. There is strong
cultural pressure for Thai women to do this. Women are unable to make merit
through the entry to the Buddhist monkhood, so there is often an expectation that
they will “repay” parents in other ways. There are also pressures for women to
demonstrate filial respect, generosity and family orientation within villages (Hirai,
2002).
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Studies of domestic workers in Hong Kong observe that non-government
organizations (NGOs) are significant in representing the interests of “marginalized”
workers, and especially domestic workers (Sim, 2002, p. 4). However, NGOs do
not loom large for Thai workers. The international mass media in Hong Kong and
NGO reports highlight the problems faced by migrant workers. There is no doubt
that some migrant workers are subject to gross mistreatment. Indeed, the Hong
Kong experience is similar to that of Thai workers in other places - the mainly male
workers in Malaysia, Singapore, Taiwan and Japan (Samarn, 2000) and those
studied earlier in Hong Kong (Ng & Lee, 2000). The dilemmas and opportunities
faced by Thai migrants in Hong Kong are different from other Southeast Asian
migrants in Hong Kong. Also, Thai male migrants and Thai female migrants have
different life experiences in Hong Kong. As migration experiences have a close link
with identity, it is crucial for us to explore their life stories further and understand
their different identity in Hong Kong.

Against current privileging of diasporic identity as the (trans)migrants’ challenge
to the normativity of national identity and belonging, Lai’s (2011) paper takes into
account the situation of contract migrant workers in Hong Kong. This study
explores the critical potential of diasporic identification in challenging hegemonic
national discourses outside much-discussed European and American contexts.
While acknowledging the contract migrant workers in Hong Kong maintain the
transnational connections with their home countries, Lai’s paper highlights it is
important for contract migrant workers to forget their own understanding and
representation of their situation and identity. In light of the common refrain of
forgetting observed among these migrant workers in Hong Kong, this paper
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explains the politics of diasporic identification in their situation, especially the
dependence of diasporic identification on consolidating national identity and
allegiance through the mediation of gendered norms of family duties.

Lai’s paper also discusses about the diasporic identity. Against the assimilation
paradigm of past studies of (im)migration, current theorization of migrant identities
tends to stress and celebrate interconnections across borders and negotiations of
multiple affinities and relationships, notably in a transnational framework and its
related refiguration of diaspora (Cohen, 1988, Glick Schiller, Basch, & Blanc,
1995). The increase in cross-border movements is believed to bring about a
destabilization of the link between place and identity, and a concomitant weakening
in the sense of settlement. Thus, rather than an identity tied to a singular “imagined
community” in which one currently lives, migrants simultaneously maintain
multiple connections with, and define themselves in relation to, kin, relatives, and
ethnic communities in different places besides the society they reside. Such lateral,
multipolar nexus cultivates an unfixed, moving and morphing identity that is a
hallmark of contemporary conceptions of diaspora (Mercer, 1988, 1994; Hall, 1990,
1992; Brah, 1996).

From previous studies, we can only know the general situation of Southeast Asian
female migrants in Hong Kong with most studies focusing only on domestic
workers. The main constructs of this thesis take on another important perspective
in transnational migration and identity, that of how the host society accepts and
affects the identity of migrants. In the era of globalization, immigration and its
impact on the changing urban social landscape exacerbate the social differences
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between “outsiders” and “insiders”, affecting the order of social divisions in the
host society. This distinction is based on the differences and similarities between
the consciousness of social inclusion and exclusion, involving a social process of
“othering” (Ngan & Chan, 2013). Insider-ness and outsider-ness is a social
experience that is not just confined to ethnic groups as it “exists in all communities
and societies, between those who belong, who are part of “us”, and those who may
be experienced as foreign or alien” (Billington et al., in Crow, Allan, & Summers,
2001, p. 30).

Ngan and Chan (2013) also mentioned that an outsider is always an outsider, the
dynamics of social inclusion and exclusion is a complex and multi-dimensional
process shaped by institutional frameworks as well as informal practices. While
some of these frameworks are justified by economic rationality, migrants with low
socio-economic background are often excluded from aspects of labor and social
protection, therefore reinforcing hegemonic ideas about “insider-ness” and
“outsider-ness”.

It highlights how policies veer towards the exclusionary when targeted towards
low-income migrants from Southeast Asia and East Asia, which manifest racial
discrimination against them. The structure of social policies is an embodiment and
expression of the state towards constituent ethnic aggregates which has reinforcing
effects on the insider/outsider dichotomy. Policies driven by the state are a
mechanism that contributes to the reinforcement of social divisions between
“foreign” migrants and local citizens. At the same time, the state’s categorization
of immigrants is often based on historically situated social constructions of ethnicity,
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race, class and gender, which are influenced by hegemonic ideas of belongingness
(Glenn, 1999).

According to Noels, Leavitt and Clément (2010), it is important to examine how
migrants’ feelings of identity align with their perceptions of how other people see
them in the host society, and how these reflected appraisals from others contribute
to migrants’ experience of discrimination and integration. The majority of research
to date of Southeast Asian women in Hong Kong has focused on those who come
as domestic or sex workers (Constable, 2009; Ham, 2016; Yamanaka & Piper,
2005).

And the common stereotypes about Southeast Asian women in Hong Kong

are Indonesians are stupid, dirty and not respectful of the local culture; while
Filipinos are irresponsible, noisy and take advantage of their employer; and Thais
are money-grubbers and work as sex workers. In general, these studies’ findings
highlight the negative stereotypes many Hong Kong people have about them
without any focus on identity issues of in-group differences among them.

Wee and Sim (2003, 2007) observe the discursive representation of Southeast
Asian-Hong Kong couples in Hong Kong local mass media. They found that
Southeast Asian-Hong Kong marriages are portrayed in general as a “social
problem”; an intersection of various power structures such as gender, sexuality,
race/ethnicity and class which mutually constitute “the other” of Southeast AsianHong Kong couples. Stereotypes thus are reinforced through universalized and
essentialized images of Southeast Asian-Hong Kong couples. From their analysis
of Hong Kong local mass media, Wee and Sim found that the relationships between
Hong Kong men and Southeast Asian women are at times presented as unequal and
in different power positions. Hong Kong local mass media also highlights Southeast
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Asian women as poor, racialized, oppressed and sexually deviant from Hong Kong
norm and Southeast Asian-Hong Kong couples were discursively constructed as
“the other”.

Apart from domestic and sex workers, there is a sizable population of middle to
upper class Thai women migrating to Hong Kong through marriage with Hong
Kong local husbands. There is a dearth of literature focusing on this group of people.
This research has sought to address this gap using social class and social-economic
background as indicators to understand the life experiences and identity of this
population in Hong Kong from an intersectional analysis approach.

2.4 Conclusion
Due to the very limited academic research focused on Thai migrants in Hong Kong,
this chapter can only provide a brief literature review and analysis of women’s
transnational migration in the Asia Pacific region, in particular, the situation faced
by Southeast Asian migrants and Thai migrants in Hong Kong. With this
background and foundation laid, the following chapter will explore the key
concepts of this research.
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CHAPTER THREE
KEY CONCEPTS RELEVANT TO THE THESIS

3.1 Introduction
This chapter reviews the literature relating to the two concepts that guide this
research; transnational migration and identity. Identity is the central concept on
which the research is based, and as such, overlays the other one. Transnational
migration is seen as sequential and contextual circumstances faced by Thai female
migrants who participated in this research; these are the contexts within which
participants’ identity negotiation must be viewed. Theory related to transnational
migration is first explored to provide the background context to understand the
identity of transnational migration, followed by the discussion of the other concept,
identity, in particular, identity negotiation. Within each of these two concepts, a
context-specific overview of how they have impacted on the lives and identity
negotiation of Thai female migrants in Hong Kong is explored.

3.2 Transnational Migration
To analyze Thai female migrants in Hong Kong regarding their identity
construction and negotiation, firstly, the notion of “transnational migration” is
discussed. The concept of transnational migration serves to explain the recent form
of migration in which migrants maintain connections with their home countries with
an engagement in multiple societies and cultures that altogether shape or transform
their identities. This section highlights women in transnational migration to
incorporate gender into the migration study. Secondly, “intersectionality” is
detailed as a theoretical approach to understanding the experiences of Thai female
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migrants through the recognition of various mutually-constitutive social categories
such as gender, race, ethnicity, and class. This “intersectionality” approach enriches
an understanding of Thai female migrants’ identity negotiation.

3.2.1 Transnationalism and Migration
In the age of increasing globalization, greater spatial mobility has engendered a host
of new migration phenomena across global space, including new settlement pattern
and increased levels of spatial interaction between the home country and the host
country, and among diverse places settled by global “tribes” (Kotkin, 1993).
Therefore, the old conceptions of international migration cannot fully capture the
essence of international migration nowadays.

Schiller, Basch, and Blanc-Szanton (1994) proposed the new concept
“transnationalism” to understand international migration, conceptualized as:

The processes by which immigrants build social fields that link together their
country of origin and their country of settlement. Immigrants who build such
social fields are designated “transmigrants”. Transmigrants develop and
maintain multiple relations—familial, economic, social, organizational,
religious, and political that span borders. Transmigrants take actions, make
decisions, feel concerns, and develop identities within social networks that
connect them to two or more societies simultaneously (pp.1-2).
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In their opinion, the newly introduced term “transnational migrant” explains a new
type of migrant who constructs social fields that connect their home countries and
host countries (Schiller et al., 1992, p. 1). This definition puts heavy emphasis on
the process of creating a “social field” for transnational migrants and views
transnationalism as a dynamic social process. “Social field” is not precisely defined,
but it mentions as a type of global space in which political, economic, social and
cultural relations for the group of people from a common place of origin are
constituted and located (Ma & Cartier, 2003).

In their later study, Levitt and Glick Schiller (2004) conclude “social field” as:

A set of multiple interlocking networks of social relationships through which
ideas, practices, and resources are unequally exchanged, organized, and
transformed […]. Social fields are multi-dimensional, encompassing
structured interactions of differing forms, depth, and breadth that are
differentiated in social theory by the terms organization, institution, and
social movement. National boundaries are not necessarily contiguous with
the boundaries of social fields (p. 1009).

On the other hand, the concept of “transnational space” has been defined by Pries
(2001, p. 18) as “configurations of social practices, artifacts and symbol systems
that span different geographic spaces in at least two nation-states without
constituting a new ‘de-territorialized’ nation-state.” By “transnational spaces”, it
means there are a relatively stable, lasting and dense sets of ties reaching beyond
and across borders of sovereign states. Transnational spaces comprise combinations
23

of ties and their substance, positions within networks and organizations and
networks of organizations that cut across the borders of at least two national states
(Faist, 2000).

Fouron and Glick-Schiller (2001) defined transnational migration as “a process of
movement and settlement across international borders in which individuals
maintain or build multiple networks of connection to their country of origin while
at the same time settling in a new country” (p. 60). More recent studies understand
transnational migration as taking place within fluid social spaces that are constantly
reworked through migrants’ simultaneous embeddedness in more than one society
(Levitt & Glick Schiller, 2004; Pries, 2001). Therefore, focusing on transnational
migrants as “people in transit” reveals that exploring migration is crucial to study
their identity (La Barbera, 2013).

Transnational migration has never been a one-way process of assimilation into one
society or one country but one in which migrants, to varying degrees, are
simultaneously embedded in the multiple sites and layers of the transnational social
fields in which they live. More and more aspects of transnational activities take
place across borders, even as the political, economic and cultural salience of nationstate boundaries remain clear. By choosing transnational migration as a key concept
in this research, it is important to realize that Thai female migrants’ identities are
shaped by their multiplicity of engagement in different social fields (Hong Kong
and Thailand). Their situations cannot be described as fully engaging to either the
home country or the host country; they must be understood in terms of being “in-
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between”. It is meaningful to investigate the reconstitution and reinforcement of
their identities as de-territorialization occurs.

3.2.2 Incorporating Gender into Transnational Migration
In their review of migration theories, Boyd and Grieco (2003) remark that “there
has been little concerted effort… to incorporate gender into theories of international
migration. In fact, migration theory to date has not had much to say on the issue of
gender (p. 10).” To appreciate why women and gender were traditionally absent
from migration scholarship, one has to chronicle various historical assumptions
about research on the migration process. From the 1950s to the 1970s, scholarship
on migration focused almost exclusively on men as the “birds of passage” while
women, children, and the elderly were seen as following their paths (Brettell &
Simon, 1986; Bodnar, Simon, & Weber, 1982; Handlin, 1951). These earlier
researches assumed that males were more inclined and able to take risks to journey
far away in search of better job opportunities, whereas women if they migrated at
all, were depicted as emotional caretakers who accompanied men to ensure family
and community stability.

In the 1970s and 1980s, scholars and policy makers began to focus on women in
the migration process, in part because of the dramatic growth in feminist
scholarship and women’s studies programs, as well as demographic reports
showing that more women than men were migrating to the United States of America
(Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1992; Houstoun, Kramer, & Barrett, 1984). By the late 1990s,
numerous migration scholars included women in their research, resulting in
important articles and books focusing on women and the migration process.
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Hondagneu-Sotelo (1994) was a pioneer theorist who urged scholars to examine
immigrant families and social networks as gendered institutions. In her study of
undocumented Mexican migrants’ settlement patterns, she urged that “we must
question and investigate the gender-based character of immigrant social networks
in order to understand immigrant patterns” (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1994, p. 7). Others
joined Hondagneu-Sotelo in questioning the absence of gender in migration
research, and, over the 1990s, a lively body of literature that treated gender as a
central theoretical concept in migration patterns was added to the few previous
works (Kibria, 1993; Tienda & Booth, 1991).

Recent writing focused on women and gender, however, continues to highlight
labor as the fundamental dimension of migration, and as the principal arena in
which gender relations are reconfigured. For example, the abundant scholarship on
female migrant domestic workers across the globe considers women’s labor as the
central determinant of gender relations in migrant families (Hondagneu-Sotelo,
2001; Parrenas, 2001; Romero, 1992). This labor emphasis is perhaps a concerted
strategy to avoid framing women as “passive followers” in migration flows.

Feminists have also called attention to gender issues in relation to migration
(Sutton, 1992; Lock, 1990). Sutton proposed that the rethinking of migration from
a gendered perspective must go beyond consideration of how the experiences of
migrants differ for women and men. She suggested that we also need to know more
about how women’s and men’s roles in the global economy differ in both the
sending and receiving countries; what their gender-specific roles are in sustaining
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and transmitting cultural traditions; and to explore more fully the work and
caretaking experiences of immigrant women (Sutton, 1992).

Understanding gender as a “social construction” is critical in the migration context.
Gender is deeply embedded in transnational migration enabling an understanding
of the sensitive issues related to migrants, such as their sense of belonging, identity,
dilemmas and trauma (Boyd, 2006). The rethinking of migration from a gendered
perspective must go beyond consideration of how the experiences of migrants differ
for women and men. We need to know more about the gender-specific roles
regarding sustaining and transmitting cultural traditions and explore more fully the
work and family experiences of different socio-class migrant women in the host
country.

Regarding identity negotiation, many scholars suggest that identity negotiation
processes need to avoid gender-blindness and instead pay heed to the fact that the
diasporic experiences of men and women are different and are shaped by gender
politics (Yeoh & Huang, 2000). Female migrants’ experiences are particularly
relevant in revealing the (in) ability of transnational migrants to contest and shape
new identities for themselves in the diaspora. Female migrants actively
(re)negotiate their identities in the context of their positionality within the family,
the home country and the host country. According to such assertion, it can also be
assumed that Thai female migrants in Hong Kong would struggle with different sets
of gender norms in Thailand and Hong Kong along with their transnational
migration. Therefore, their fight with various contesting hegemonic discourses of
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gender should also be examined because this may contribute to the negotiation of
their identities.

3.2.3 Towards an Intersectional Analysis of Migration
In recent years, the traditional explanations, such as push-pull factors based on neoclassical economic theory from Lee (1966) are criticized by scholars for being no
longer sufficient for understanding migration in the context of globalization. As
suggested by Anthias (2012), transnational migration studies should be framed
within a contextual, dynamic and processual analysis that recognizes the
interconnectedness of different identities and hierarchical structures relating to
gender, ethnicity, race, class and other social divisions at local, national,
transnational and global levels.

As mentioned earlier, it is proposed that identities are constructed through various
cross-cutting social categories, and many scholars call for “intersectionality” to be
used in the analysis of migrants’ experiences and identity. Intersectionality was
introduced by Kimberlé Crenshaw (1991) to analyze black women’s experiences in
the US. The term became popular in feminist writings as it addresses the
intermeshing and mutual construction of social categories which shape people’s
experiences. This concept argues that “identity politics” is problematic because it
tends to shed light on each social category such as gender, class and race separately.
Rather, what shape individuals’ lives are the cross-cutting and mutuallyconstitutive social divisions.
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An intersectional approach emphasizes the importance of attending to the multiple
social structures and processes that intertwine to produce specific social positions
and identities. From this perspective, we need to simultaneously attend to processes
of ethnicity, gender and class to grasp the complexities of the social world and the
multifaceted nature of social identities and advantage/disadvantage. What is
common to the approach is that it posits that each division involves an intersection
with the others (Anthias & Yuval-Davis, 1992; Crenshaw, 1991).

It is crucial to understand various analytical issues involved in conceptualizing the
interrelationships of gender, class, ethnicity and other social divisions, the different
analytical levels at which social divisions need to be studied, because their
ontological base and their relations to each other (Yuval-Davis, 2006b). Also, the
ontological basis of each of these divisions is autonomous, and each prioritizes
different spheres of social relations (Anthias & Yuval-Davis, 1983, 1992). Different
social divisions, such as gender, class, race, and ethnicity, tend to have certain
parameters in common. They tend to be “naturalized”, to be seen as resulting from
biological destiny linked to differential genetic pools of intelligence and personal
characteristics (Cohen, 1988). For example, gender should be understood not only
as a “constructed” social difference between men and women, but as a mode of
discourse that relates to groups of subjects whose social roles are defined by their
sexual/biological difference, as opposed to their economic positions or their
membership in ethnic collectivities (Yuval-Davis 2006a, p. 201). “Class” divisions
are based on the economic processes of production and consumption that produce
inequality in society (Yuval-Davis 2006b). However, class cannot be merely
understood as related to economy. The formation of classes, class struggle or
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processes are prevalent within the sphere of production, are historically constructed
in relation to the division of gender and ethnicity (Anthias & Yuval-Davis 1992,
p.17). Ethnic and racial divisions relate to discourses of collectivities constructed
around exclusionary/inclusionary boundaries (Barth, 1969) that can be constructed
as permeable and mutable to different extents and that divide people into “us” and
“them”.

Although it is useful to understand social issues, intersectionality is questioned in
many ways. Knapp (2005) argued that intersectionality often becomes a
nomenclature without being concretized “a formula merely to be mentioned, being
largely stripped of the baggage of concretion, of context and history” and a “fast
traveling concept” (p. 255). Nash (2008, p. 2) cites McCall’s (2005, p. 1771) claim
that intersectionality is “the most important” theoretical contribution made by
women’s and related studies. She further asserts it is “the “gold standard”
multidisciplinary approach for analyzing subjects’ experiences of both identity and
oppression”. However, Nash (2008) contends that the question of whether all or
only multiple marginalized identities are intersectional is ambiguous: “This
unresolved theoretical dispute makes it unclear whether intersectionality is a theory
of marginalized subjectivity or a generalized theory of identity” (Nash 2008, pp. 910). It is an essential argument when applying to this study, there are assumptions
that female migrants from the developing country to the developed county confront
exclusion or discrimination in the host society. But in this study, from an
intersectional perspective and given the specific socio-demographic and
socioeconomic backgrounds of Thai female migrants, we should still open to the
possibility that some of them might be in privileged positions in Hong Kong society;
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some of them maybe enjoying economic privileges while facing discrimination
based on gender or race.

To study identity negotiation of Thai female migrants this specific social
demographic group in Hong Kong from an intersectional approach, we must pay
attention to their socio-economic background and social class. There are wide,
measurable differences in life chances between social classes. As the social class
has an essential influence on people’s lives, an individual’s social class has a
significant impact on his or her life chances; the chance of obtaining those things
defined as desirable and avoiding those things defined as undesirable in any society
(Kelly, 2012).

In relation to transnational migration study, class can usefully be regarded as a
multidimensional phenomenon that manifests itself as social position, process,
performance, and politics, and understanding class as subjectively constructed
provides an important means of discerning its role in the lives of transnational
migrants (Kelly, 2012). As all the participants in this research are considered as the
middle-upper class with well-educated backgrounds when compared to domestic
workers from Southeast Asia, it is important to analyze the relationship between
their social class and their in-between identity. Meanwhile, transnationalism also
requires a careful consideration of the multiple spaces and scales in which social
class and identities are constituted.

“Transnational migration” is chosen as one of the theoretical frameworks,
highlighting the “intersectional approach” in this study to enable an understanding
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of the complex process of Thai female migrants’ identity negotiation in Hong Kong.
It is essential to realize that their identities are shaped by both the home country and
the host country, by many intersected factors, such as gender, class, ethnicity, class,
education and age.

3.3 Contemporary Identity Theories
This section first reviews three contemporary theories of identity. Firstly, national
identity theory which elaborates one’s identity or sense of belonging to one state or
one nation (Connor, 1978; Bechhofer & Mccrone, 2009). Secondly, ethnic identity
theory which explores one’s sense of belonging to an ethnic group and one’s
thinking, perceptions, feelings, and behavior that is due to ethnic group membership
(Smith, 1991; Phinney, 1996; Verkuyten, 2005). Lastly, gender identity theory
which can be affected by, and is different from one society to another depending on
the way the members of society evaluate the role of females and males (Markus et
al., 1982; West & Zimmerman, 1987; Connell, 1987, 1996, 2003).

3.3.1 National Identity
The beginning of this review is Antony Smith’s (1991) national identity theory,
which posits that national identity is one of the most basic social identities. He
defines national identity as “the continuous reproduction and reinterpretation of the
pattern of values, symbols memories myths and traditions that compose the
distinctive heritage of nations, and the identifications of individuals with the pattern
and heritage and with its cultural elements” (p. 18). Connor (1978; 1993) suggested
the essence of national identity is the irrational and psychological bond that binds
fellow nationals together. This psychological bond is usually termed “a sense of
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belonging” (Connor, 1978) or “a fellow feeling” (Geertz, 1963). Such expressions
point to the close link established between the individual and the collective self,
namely the nation.

Bechhofer and Mccrone (2009, p. 5), from the theoretical perspective, explained
that “national identity is taken as ‘natural’, as essential, but it is also seen as actively
constructed by the state. Its taken-for-granted quality may serve the state well, but
it has to be continually manufactured and sustained. National identity is not a onceand-for-all process, but is something of a con-trick, worked by the state and its
institutions to make the citizenry malleable, and willing to do its bidding”. National
identity also involves many social, political and economic issues. These include the
legitimacy of public policies, matters of social inclusion and exclusion, prejudice
and discrimination, whether we judge the actions of organizations to be in the
“national” interest, that is, the interest of the collective “we”, and whether we are
willing or not to move away from “us” and live among “them” (Bechhofer &
Mccrone, 2009, p. 15). Therefore, national identity helps individuals to locate their
sense of belonging and creates the difference between “we” and the “other”.

3.3.2 Ethnic Identity
Ethnic groups are groups that have the characteristics of “a collective name, a
common myth of descent, a shared history, a distinctive shared culture, an
association with a specific territory of a sense of solidarity” (Smith, 1991, p. 32).
The term ethnic group is generally understood in anthropological literature as a
group of people whose members identify with each other, through a common
heritage, often consisting of a common language, a common culture, including a
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shared religion and an ideology that stresses common ancestry or endogamy
(Seidner, 1982). While ethnic identity refers to one’s sense of belonging to an ethnic
group and the part of one’s thinking, perceptions, feelings, and behavior that is due
to ethnic group membership, the ethnic group tends to be one in which the
individual claims heritage (Phinney, 1996). Ethnic identity is separate from one’s
personal identity as an individual, although the two may reciprocally influence each
other. There are four major components of ethnic identity, which are:

-Ethnic awareness (understanding of one’s own and other groups)
-Ethnic self-identification (label used for one’s own group)
-Ethnic attitudes (feelings about own and other groups)
-Ethnic behaviors (behavior patterns specific to an ethnic group) (pp. 145148).

Verkuyten’s (2005) model posits that ethnic identity comprises four dimensions of
being, feeling, doing and knowing. “Being” relates to an individual’s origins - their
ethnicity, their family, and homeland. “Feeling” refers to the importance and
commitment individuals place on their roots. “Doing” relates to an individual’s
socialization within his/her group and participation in group activities. Finally,
“knowing” refers to a person’s understanding of group beliefs and cultural mores
and norms (p. 118).

In many of the definitions and conceptualization of ethnic identity, the central
emphasis is on the sharing of a common culture (Hutnik, 1991). Barth (1969) points
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out the limitations of such an approach, suggesting that the focus of investigation
should shift from the cultural components to the process of creation and
maintenance of ethnic boundaries and the “continuing dichotomization between
members and outsiders.” An adequate understanding of ethnic identity, and of its
redefinition and transformation during an individual’s or group’s cultural transition,
should take into account both the boundaries of group membership and the group’s
cultural aspects as perceived by its members (Ferdman, 1992).

National identity and ethnic identity overlap in a lot of ways. However, we can
clarify that national identity is one’s identity or sense of belonging to one state or
to one nation (Smith, 1991), while one’s sense of belonging to an ethnic group is
part of one’s thinking, perceptions, feelings, and behavior that is due to ethnic group
membership (Phinney, 1996). Ethnic group formation involves processes that make
people identify as an imagined community in a nation‐state. Indeed, the processes
that create ethnic and national identities are part and parcel of the same historical
processes. It is also necessary to relate national identity to ethnicity, as national
identity is imagined differently by different ethnic groups in a nation‐state (Tan,
2010).

It is a complex and critical issue to discuss the national identity and ethnic identity
within Thai context; as the “nation-religion-monarchy” trinity in Thailand has a
vital impact on national and ethnic identity in Thailand. Chapter Five elaborates the
concept of “Thainess”, which is composed of both the national and ethnic identity
to clarify what characteristics Thai people should have in order to “be a Thai”.
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3.3.3 Gender Identity
Self-schemas are knowledge structures developed to understand, integrate, or
explain one’s behavior in a particular domain, and gender identities have been
conceived as gender self-schemas in the cognitive tradition (Markus et al., 1982) or
as constructed achievements in the interactionist tradition (West & Zimmerman,
1987). Therefore, gender is a social category, and thus gender identity is about more
than personality.

Connell (2006) has described gender as “above all, a pattern of social relations in
which the positions of women and men are defined, the cultural meanings of being
a man or woman are negotiated, and their trajectories throughout life are mapped
out” (p. 839). From this perspective, gender is a social construction; “the set of
practices that bring reproductive distinctions between bodies into social process”
(Connell 2002, p. 11). In other words, “gender concerns the way human society
deals with human bodies and their continuity, and the many consequences of that
‘dealing’ in our personal lives and our collective fate” (Connell 2009, p. 11).

The social conception of gender used in this study involves an attempt to avoid the
traps of biological determinism that dominate popular understandings of gender
relations, including many feminist accounts. Connell (1987) describes biological
determinism as a recurrent problem in feminist accounts of gender, suggesting that
in contemporary Western culture “the notion of natural sex difference forms a limit
beyond which thought cannot go” (p. 66). In her work Gender and Power (1987),
Connell advances a systematic social theory of gender which is further developed
in her later work. In this theory, Connell (1996) proposes, “Gender is a way in which
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social practice is ordered. In gender processes, the everyday conduct of life is
organized in relation to a reproductive arena, defined by the bodily structures and
processes of human reproduction” (p. 159). In the study of identity negotiation of
Thai female migrants in this thesis, gender is explored as a social practice, or as a
socially constructed phenomenon.

The concept of identity has become widespread within the migration studies in
recent years. All individuals claim particular identities given their roles in society,
groups they belong to, and characteristics that describe themselves. To explore
identity negotiation of Thai female migrants in Hong Kong, an examination of the
dynamics of their national identity, ethnic identity, and identity as a woman in their
daily experiences from an intersectional perspective is needed.

3.4 Identity Negotiation
“Identity” as perceived in the present is derived mainly from the work of
psychologist Erik Erikson in the 1950s. Generally, the concept “identity” can be
described as a set or individuals who hold a common social identification or view
themselves as members of the same social category. Properly speaking, it is the
person’s sense of belonging to a particular group that shares not only ethnicity and
common cultural practices, but the person’s thoughts, perceptions, feelings, and
behaviors are also consistent with those of other members of the ethnic group.

Turner’s social identity theory posits that a person has not one “personal self”, but
rather several selves that correspond to widening circles of group membership.
Different social contexts may trigger an individual to think, feel and act on the basis
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of his personal, family or national “level of self” (Turner et al., 1987). Apart from
the “level of self”, an individual has multiple “social identities”. Social identity is
the individual’s self-concept derived from perceived membership of social groups
(Hogg & Vaughan, 2002). In other words, it is an individual-based perception of
what defines the “us” associated with any internalized group membership.

Through a social comparison process, persons who are similar to the self are
categorized with the self and are labeled the in-group; while persons who differ
from the self are categorized as the out-group (Stets & Burke, 2000).

The process of identity negotiation has many different components, one of which
includes those self-presentation processes people perform in the service of
establishing who they are. Identity negotiation cannot be equated with selfpresentation; however, self-presentational activity represents a collection of
behavioral tactics designed to achieve various interaction goals (Jones & Pittman,
1982). In contrast, the process of identity negotiation refers to a much broader set
of processes through which people strike a balance between achieving their
interaction goals and satisfying their identity-related goals, such as the needs for
agency, communion and psychological coherence (Swann & Bosson, 2010).

Swann and Bosson (2008) also mentioned people negotiate their identities to
increase the probability of coherence with others. Identity negotiation processes
define relationships and make them viable as a foundation for socialization. It is
true that we constantly affirm, adapt, and disconfirm aspects of our identities, and
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identity negotiation is indeed a concept addressing an implicit, informal, openended, overlearned, automatic and unconscious phenomenon.

The study by Chiou (2003) further explores the relationship between migration and
identity negotiation. Migration and identity have an inseparable relationship as
migration experiences may affect one’s identity. Migrants may (trans)format,
(re)construct, and negotiate their identity during migration processes. Thus, identity
may be varied by the different migratory places, by time and space along with the
journey of transnational migration. Migrants may not have a distinct identity; it may
be double or multiple. Therefore, in the separate spaces, time and contexts, new
forms of identity may be constructed. When ethnic minority groups or migrants
move to the new country or region, they may negotiate their identities between the
original identity and new identity from the host society in order to better integrate
into the mainstream society.

Moreover, Chiou (2003) encouraged the thinking about anti-essentialism in the
study of migrants’ identity. It can be said that according to postmodernism, which
emphasizes uncertain, broken, and borderless concepts, essentialism probably
provides a clear criterion for understanding migrant’s identity. Therefore, the
concept of postmodernism can be incorporated into the discourse of migrants’
identity, as well as other issues relating to the construction of identity in different
spaces and places. Simultaneously, identity is no longer fixed on a single boundary.
The concept of identity is transgressive, double, and even plural, through the
negotiation process between the original identity and the host identity. In Identity
and Ethnic Relations in Southeast Asia, Tong (2011) explores the plural identity of
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migrants, analyzing the different time and contexts of how the home society (China)
and the host society (Southeast Asia) take effect to construct Chinese diasporas’
subjectivity or their new form of identity.

Apart from the above, as migrants’ identity may change by different time, space,
ages, and personal background. When migrants move to the host society, how do
they confront identity negotiation between their original identity and host identity?
What are migrants’ identity attachments and what form of identity do they tend to
present? Some studies have explained these phenomena. Ngan (2012) described
that a person could have multiple identities, and the diverse cultures and social
elements can form such multiple identities. She narrated that she has a multicultural
self because she regards herself as an Australian Chinese. However, she also defines
her “Chinese” as more likely the “Hong Konger” style of Chinese. This is
complicated since she has experienced many migrations in her life. That is to say,
she was born and grew up in Hong Kong, then moved to Australia, and finally
settled down in Hong Kong.

How might we use the above framework to comprehend how complex and
conflictual is the identity formation of Thai female migrants in Hong Kong? The
researcher explored their identity negotiation which is affected by circumstances
from both the host society and home society and applied the migrants’ identity
negotiation coordinate of Chiou (2003), by examining migrants’ identity based on
the way they feel, think and act, which are reflected in their daily life, work, and
social interaction. The coordinate below is composed of two major axes; they are
the home society/host society; and the division of the psychological and behavioral
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conflicts of being close and being away. This coordinate helps to clarify; to see a
clear picture of how their complex identity is negotiated as well as examining the
interplay of their identity between “Thai” and “Hong Konger”.

Figure 1. Identity Negotiation of Thai Female Migrants in Hong Kong
(adapted from Chiou, 2003)

In this coordinate, the host society refers to Hong Kong, and the home society refers
to Thailand. Behaviors of being close refer to the part they share in the sense of
being or belonging to a part of one society, and behaviors of being away, meaning
the aspect in which they feel disliked or psychologically needy for being distant
from that society. The coordinate is used in this study to show four dimensions of
information collected from interviews with fourteen respondents relating to their
feelings, beliefs, thoughts and behaviors. These arise because of the negotiation
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between their home and host societies. From these four dimensions composed in
the coordinate, it can be concluded that migrants will keep different distances
(psychologically and behaviorally) from their home society and host society; and
have different strategies to be close or distant to their original identity and host
identity. Furthermore, migrants may not prefer one side to another; that is, they are
not totally integrated into the host society, and not totally inherited from their home
society. They will assimilate the identities from two cultures and societies into one
and regard the home society and host society’s culture as a tool for living, that
enables them to have a better life. Simultaneously, they will keep the same degree
of distance from both cultures and societies, not choosing one to give up on another.

3.5 Conclusion
This chapter has explored the fundamental concepts of this research through the
contemporary literature and theories of transnational migration and identity. It is
important to think about transnationalism as a process and strategy as migrants
negotiate the complex identity through this process. Identity is indeed essentially
comparative in nature and must be understood as originally connected to
inclusion/exclusion dynamics. Identity is intended and best described as a relational
and contextual process that refers to how individuals and groups consider, construct,
and position themselves in relation to others according to social categories such as
gender, race, nation, age, class, culture and occupation. Identity negotiation is the
outcome of two main processes: self-representations and social categorization. The
combination of these two processes results in the feeling of differentiation from
others, the recognition of one’s difference, the sense of belonging, and consequent
mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion in both home and host countries.
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In this way, a foundation has been laid to understand Thai female migrants’
national, ethnic and gender identity and the process of their identity negotiation in
Hong Kong. This foundation guides the formulation of a conceptual framework and
research methodology that will enable the researcher to answer the research
questions.
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CHAPTER FOUR
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

4.1 Introduction
The purpose of this study is to gain an understanding of the life experiences of Thai
female migrants in Hong Kong and how does Hong Kong’s socio-cultural context
shape their identity negotiation. Through the critical perspective and use of
intersectionality analysis, this study adopts a qualitative research methodology with
an ethnographic approach. Semi-structured interviews were used as the primary
method of data collection, while participant observation was the secondary method.
The narratives are used to examine the perceptions and experiences of Thai female
migrants. The study enhances an understanding of the life experiences and
migration stories of Thai female migrants, recognizing that identity is a complex
concept, especially for transnational migrants; their perceptions may be changed by
time and space, by their multiple roles in home and host countries. A conceptual
framework is needed for us to understand the different aspects of identity formation
over time and space, as well as various perspectives from both the micro and macro
levels.

This chapter outlines the research design including the conceptual framework, the
research method including data collection methods and procedures, and analysis. It
also explores ethical considerations and describes the role of the researcher.
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4.2 Conceptual Framework
The identity of Thai female migrants in Hong Kong is constructed multicontextually and multidimensional in both micro and macro levels. The multicontexts include their individual, family, community, and society micro and macro
perspectives within the multi-dimensional constructs of their gender, race, class,
and religious belief which affect their lives in Hong Kong.

The conceptual framework incorporates the suprasystem (Aroche & Coello, 1994)
and the impact of migration experience on identity (Ho, 2006) that enables an
understanding of identity negotiation of Thai female migrants in Hong Kong
through their journey of transnational migration. Firstly, in keeping with the issues
raised in the literature review, this study adapted the suprasystem from Aroche and
Coello (1994) to understand the complicated interface of Thai female migrants and
their identity and study the relationship among Thai female migrants, Hong Kong
society and domestic workers from Southeast Asia from different perspectives.
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Figure 2. Suprasystem (adapted from Aroche and Coello, 1994)

The model adapted from Aroche and Coello (1994) explains the psychological
perspective of transnational migration as there are three different circles which
represent the different aspects of their lives - the normal life cycle (before the
migration), sequelae in the context of transnational migration (in the migration) and
adaption (after the migration).

This model also recognizes the complex interface of issues of transnational
migration and identity as a means to study the relationship among Thai female
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migrants, Hong Kong society and domestic workers. This holistic model has the
capacity to explore the link between transnational migration and identity in the
context of Hong Kong, in that it encompasses the individual, family, community
and social experience from all aspects of their life journey.

Secondly, the theoretical concept of the impact of migration experience on identity
adapted from Ho (2006) provides another useful framework to explore Thai female
migrants’ migration experience and identity negotiation (Figure 3).
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Figure 3: Conceptual Framework - The impact of migration experience on identity (adapted from Ho 2006)
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According to Abrams and Hogg (1988, p. 2), identity is people’s concepts of who
they are, of what sort of people they are, and how they relate to others. Identity
refers to how individuals and collectivities are distinguished in their social relations
with other individuals and collectivities, one’s identity is based on one’s
socialization to a particular culture, where norms, values, roles, and status are
interpreted (Blumer, 1969). Transnational migrant involves significant changes in
the social space from their home country to the host country. When migrants move
from one country to another country, they are usually confronted with new cultural
or identity from the host society. However, migrants also bring their own culture,
language, values, beliefs, and behaviors; migrants will undergo a complete
reinterpretation of their roles and identification in the host country.
Figure 3 shows the conceptual framework of how Thai female migrants’ experience
influences and shapes the migrant’s identities negotiation. For Thai female migrants
who migrated to Hong Kong, they have experienced two significant changes. Firstly,
the spatial movements; moving from Thailand where they are the majorities, then
moving to Hong Kong where they become the minorities. Secondly, they face
multiples social roles in Hong Kong, as a labor, a wife, a mother, and a daughterin-law. Following the conceptualization by social and ethnic identity theory (Turner,
1982; Verkuyten, 2005) and identity negotiation theory (Chiou, 2003), this study
explored the changes of Thai female migrants from their life experiences to find
how they perceive themselves and their identity as a Thai woman in Hong Kong;
how does the social-cultural context in Hong Kong shape their identity negotiation
and affect their womanhood.

Migrants grow up in a society which is socio-cultural different from the host society.
From the social perspective, as a migrant, especially as a female migrant from the
less developing country, they have always been excluded from the mainstream
society and live marginally in the host society. As an “outsider” in the host country,
they are forced to reconsider their identity and find their reference groups and
establish new interpersonal ties. In the new social and cultural environment,
migrants have to redefine the meaning of in-group and out-group. From the cultural
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perspective, migrants have to learn different languages, culture, values, and
thoughts in the host society to demonstrate their experiences and feelings. After the
migration, they are in the process of defining, redefining, interpreting and
reinterpreting the meanings of their life experiences. In this scenario, female
migrants will negotiate their identity, change their gender role expectations and
reinvent their womanhood.

Thai female migrants face many problems and dilemmas when they encounter the
new socio-economic and socio-cultural environments in Hong Kong. The different
values and expectations from Hong Kong lead them into the process of identity
negotiation; where they keep different distances (psychologically and behaviorally)
from the home country and the host country. Furthermore, Thai female migrants do
not just prefer one side to another; that is, they are not entirely integrated into the
host society, and not wholly inherited from their home society. They will assimilate
and adopt the different identities from two cultures and societies into one and regard
the in-between identity as a survival strategy for them, which enables them to have
a stable and better life. For Thai female migrants, the most important social roles
for them are labors, daughters, wives, and mothers, or broadly speaking, as a woman
in society. As these female migrants grew up in Thailand, the different social and
cultural backgrounds create the different understandings of gender roles and gender
expectations, which is different from the gender norms and values in Hong Kong.
These different gender values and norms between Thailand and Hong Kong may
lead them a new understanding of gender identity and womanhood. Thai female
migrants will start thinking what does it mean to be a wife, a mother, and a daughter?
What should a woman do or not do? What is the perfect relationship between
husband and wife? Thai female migrants’ definition of woman will provide insights
into their perception and experience of identity negotiation and womanhood
reinvention.

Therefore, this conceptual framework which incorporates the mentioned two
models provides direction from a dynamic point of view and intersectional
perspective to understand the “in-between” situation of the Thai female migrants.
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Aroche and Coello’s model emphasizes the dynamics and coherence of the
transnational process, to investigate Thai female migrants’ in-between identity to
guide an understanding of their interactions with individual, family, community,
and society, together with the changes and impacts on their identity along with their
transnational migration from Thailand to Hong Kong. Ho’s model enables an
understanding of Thai female migrants’ in-between from another perspective. This
model explains that transnational migration is a dynamic and coherent process.
With the spatial movement, Thai female migrants’ identity is changed, and this
change is caused by the different social-economic and social-cultural environments
in the home country and the host country. This conceptual framework looks at Thai
female migrants as a transnational group who maintains the connection with both
Thailand and Hong Kong to understand their in-between identity.

4.3 Research Design
A social constructivist approach underpins this research into Thai female migrants’
identity negotiation in Hong Kong. Constructivism relates to the philosophical
position that all knowledge is socially constructed. This directly impacts to how
people see themselves in relation to their world and other people through shaping
understandings that lead to interpretative frameworks and structures (Rodwell
1998, p. 254). This approach provides a strong foundation which allows for a
combination of theoretical perspectives to inform and enhance the work.

Mary Rodwell (1998, p. 254) defines constructivism in a social sciences context as
a philosophical framework supporting the notion that “reality is constructed” and is
specific to the time and context of the situation. She understands constructivism to
be concerned with how people think and how they use their experience to make
meaning of the world and proactively use the information in their own world
(Rodwell, 1998, p. 19).

For Rodwell (1998, p. 4), research underpinned by constructivism finds ways of
understanding and managing different possibilities rather than finding one true
answer, recognizing and respecting diversity. Working from this way of knowing
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ensures empathetic understanding is a priority using a collaborative approach of
gaining the participants’ viewpoint (Rodwell, 1998, p. 15; Padgett, 2008). In line
with the constructivist research, this research follows an interpretive framework
(Hesse-Biber & Leavy 2006, p. 36), which prioritizes the relationship between
researcher and researched in order to engage in knowledge building from a
combination of subjective and objective experiences (Rodwell, 1998, p. 16; Rosen,
2003). Through the lens of a constructivist, the researcher needs to be aware of his
or her own knowledge, and values must be explicit (Rodwell, 1998, p. 9; Jones,
Torres & Arminio, 2013). The researcher must place themselves alongside the
researched to allow the whole picture to be understood and produce meaningful
results.

On the other hand, the social constructivist approach also enables the researcher to
understand the social knowledge of the research subject him/herself. Social
constructivists view knowledge and truth as created by the interactions of
individuals within a society (Andrews, 2012). Therefore, researchers suggest that
national, ethnic and gender identities are fluid, multidimensional, personalized
social constructions that reflect the individual’s current context and sociohistorical
cohort. Identity as a social construct is continuously re-created and personalized
social including multiple social categories that function to keep people whole. In
this way, the social constructivist approach not facilitates the researcher’s selfreflection; but also enriches the understanding of research subjects.

Consistent with social constructivism, the qualitative research method with an
ethnographic approach was used to capture the complexity and diversity of
experiences of becoming a Thai female migrant in Hong Kong and all the
contextual elements surrounding this experience to understand their identity
negotiation. Qualitative research seeks an answer to questions about how social
experiences are created and given meanings by focusing on the socially constructed
nature of reality (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008). Qualitative research was the most
appropriate because the purpose of this research was to uncover the processes of
becoming a female transnational migrant and the experiences of the Thai female
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transnational migrant. Participant observation and interviews captured the
narratives of the Thai female migrants as “…the observation and interview are just
as much a social situation as is any other interaction” (Mason, 2002); leading to a
comprehensive understanding of Thai female migrants, as it is located in the
contextual, situational and interactional life experiences in these Thai women’s
transnational journeys.

The situation faced by the Thai female migrants in Hong Kong today is one of
complexity. This level of complexity ideally lends itself to a qualitative method of
inquiry, in that it can reveal rich data yielding a greater understanding of how these
events have contributed to identity perspectives (Alston & Bowles, 1998, pp. 1856). Given the complexity, the limited scholarship, and the specific cultural nuances
of the social phenomena under study, methods were utilized that focused the study
in four directions as posited by Clandinin and Connelly – on the inwards, that is,
internal thinking; the outwards, that is, the external context; the backwards, that is,
the past; and the present, that is, now and the future (1994, pp. 418-420). Narratives
gained in semi-structured interviews were the primary data collection methods.
Secondary methods were the field notes gained from my participant observation at
two field sites. The use of narratives was chosen as it is recognized that they
function to construct identities at individual, communal and national levels (Frank,
2002; Connelly and Clandinin, 1994). “Narrative might be the term assigned to any
text or discourse, or it might be text used within the context of a mode of inquiry in
qualitative research (Chase, 2005), with a specific focus on the stories told by
individuals (Polkinghorne, 1995).” The most often used source of stories in the
contemporary narrative inquiry is through interviews (Mishler, 1986). By simply
asking the participants to tell how their transnational migration journey happened,
the stories are generated as memories or recollections of Thai female migrants.
Since stories are often identified as a form of meaning construction in qualitative
interview data, the oral narration needs to be carefully transcribed and transformed
into written texts for analysis.
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Richardson (1990) sums up the purpose of narratives as a data collection method in
research when she writes:

Narrative displays the goals and intentions of human actors; it makes
individuals, cultures, societies and historical epochs comprehensible as
wholes; it humanizes time; it allows us to contemplate the effects of our
actions, and to alter the directions of our lives (p. 117).

The defining feature of the narrative research is that the data are in some form of a
story, either about a particular event that they experienced or their life (Merriam,
2002). It is crucial for the researcher to understand the impact and meaning of the
story to the individual and consider the social and the cultural background of the
stories. The journey of transnational migration from Thailand to Hong Kong
constitutes a transition state for Thai female migrants affecting their identity as inbetween. In this study, life stories of their transnational migration journey were used
as a way to understand how they negotiate their identity when they face the new
socio-economic and social-cultural environments in Hong Kong.

In this case, to determine the compatibility of the research questions with the
research design, a data planning matrix was compiled (Refer to Figure 4).
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Study on Identity Negotiation of Thai Female Migrants in Hong Kong
What do I
need to
know?

Why do I
need to
know?

What kind
of data will
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their identity
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Limited
scholarship
in this area

Narratives:
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Thai
Regional
Alliance in
Hong
Kong

Ms.
Bungon

Between
April 2016
and April
2017
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female
migrants’
identity
negotiation
and affect
their
womanhood
?

Much
attention to
domestic
worker but
not this
group
Thai
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migrants I
have met
have made
it known to
me they
want their
story to be
heard

-From those
who work
directly with
this group

Media
releases
Field notes
from
participants
observation

Wat
Buddhadha
maram
Census and
Statistics
Departmen
t Hong
Kong
Thai
Consulate
in Hong
Kong

Mr.
Watana

Hong
Kong
Governme
nt website
and Email

Between
September
and
October
2017

Consulate
and Thai
governmen
t

Figure 4: Data Planning Matrix (adapted from LeCompte and Preissle, 1993)

4.4 Gatekeeper
In the very early beginning of my research, the researcher identified the people who
would help him to carry out the field research and established relationships with
them. He was assisted in this process by relationships formed with members and
staff of the Thai Regional Alliance in Hong Kong (TRA-HK). The consultation
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process began after my enrollment in the MPhil program at Lingnan University in
early 2016. I contacted with Ms. Bungon Tamasorn, President of Thai Regional
Alliance in Hong Kong (TRA-HK) by phone and email. She permitted me to
proceed with this study in TRA-HK and invited me to work as a volunteer in the
organization to enable me to conduct the field research.

The researcher provided the Gatekeeper Information Sheets (Appendix B1) to Ms
Tamasorn who assisted me in this study. The Gatekeeper Information Sheets
explained the aims and purposes of the research and other necessary information of
this study. Once my gatekeeper agreed to assist me in the study, they need to sign
an agreement which contains a confidentiality clause.
4.5 The Field Site and the Researcher’s Role
The fieldwork for this research was conducted in Hong Kong over a twelve-month
period during 2016-2017. As an ethnographic research, Wat Buddhadhamaram and
Thai Regional Alliance in Hong Kong (TRA-HK) were the field sites. Wat
Buddhadhamaram was built in 2006 and is located in Yuen Long, Hong Kong and
managed by Office of National Buddhism, Thailand through Royal Thai ConsulateGeneral, Hong Kong which alongside the Thai Sangha, promotes Thailand’s
overseas Buddhist missionary policy and activities.
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Figure 5: Location of Wat Buddhadhamaram in Hong Kong (Source: Google
Map)

Figure 6: Entrance and Signboard of Wat Buddhadhamaram (Source: Wat
Buddhadhamaram)

57

Thai Regional Alliance in Hong Kong (TRA-HK) was established in 2001 during
the proposed wage cut for Foreign Domestic Helpers (FDH). Thai organizations
and individuals joined together with the Asian Migrant Coordination Body
(AMCB), an alliance with different migrant organizations in Hong Kong. As a
result, Thai people in the spirit of solidarity saw the need for the establishment of
an effective organization to represent their needs and thus Thai Regional Alliance
Association was born. It is registered under the Societies Ordinance.

Figure 7: Logo of Thai Regional Alliance in Hong Kong (Source: TRA-HK)
This research built on the experience as I adopted an “active membership” role in
the field research process. With an active membership, the researcher moves clearly
away from the marginally involved role of the traditional participant observer and
assumes a more central position in the setting. Researchers who adopt active
membership roles do more than just participate in the social activities of group
members. However, it is recognized that within this “active membership” role, it is
crucial to maintain a researcher identity and periodically withdraw from the field
(Adler & Adler, 1987, p. 50). In consultation with Ms. Bungon Tamasron, President
of Thai Regional Alliance in Hong Kong, I accepted an invitation to work as a
volunteer within the organization office every Sunday. My previous training in
social work helped me to adapt well into this role at TRA-HK.
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4.6 Participants and Recruitment
The study was designed to ensure that a diversity of Thai female migrants’ life
experiences was represented. Instead of generalization and representativeness, a
more proper task of qualitative research is to gain an in-depth and sophisticated
understanding of a phenomenon. As an exploratory study, the purpose of the
recruitment was not to make generalizable comparisons between participants’
perceptions or experiences, but to contribute rich and detailed information about the
participant’s experiences and perceptions to understand the mechanisms and
processes involved in identity formation and negotiation by inspecting the cases
closely. Fourteen Thai female migrants were recruited through the researcher and
gatekeeper. The gatekeeper was asked to inform these Thai female migrants with
whom she was in contact with the research. The researcher also contacted Thai
female migrants from his personal social connections. Subsequently, times were
arranged to meet with each of the respondents to discuss the aims and purposes of
the study and expectations of their role. An information form detailing the
background and aims of the study was given to each (Appendix B2). After each
signed the consent form (Appendix B3), appointments were made for interviews.

The mode of recruiting Thai female migrants was through those who had or were
engaged in activities from TRA-HK. On one hand, this could be seen as a limitation
with potential to cause bias, as these respondents were able to access social support
from the NGO should they need it. However, on the other hand, as they are engaging
in different activities in the NGO, these respondents are more active and outgoing,
and hence can better articulate their experiences and identities than those who are
passive and unattached.

4.6.1 Selection Criteria
There were three criteria for the selection of respondents in this study. They are
Thai female migrants who are married to local Hong Kong Chinese husband; having
resided in Hong Kong for a continuous period of not less than seven years; and who
have taken Hong Kong as her place of permanent residence. Also, the study focused
on the socio-economic background and age of different generation migrants.
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The first selection criterion is Thai woman, born and grew up in Thailand with first
language as Thai, having migrated and lived in Hong Kong and still has the
connection and contact with her Thai family. Within the traditional Thai culture and
values, genders have ascribed roles that exercise impact on identity. As the
migration pattern of Thai migrants in Hong Kong is highly feminized, 87% of Thai
people in Hong Kong are female. The gender gap index (Gender Gap Index ranks
countries according to calculated gender gap between women and men in four key
areas: health, education, economy, and politics) between Thailand and Hong Kong
is significantly different. The researcher assumes that in comparison to given gender
roles and statuses, such as social and labor division, property holding and control
of life chances from the socio-economic and socio-cultural perspective in Thai
societies with the current Hong Kong society, the social-cultural, and socioeconomic significant differences will influence those female migrants to negotiate
their identities.

The second selection criterion is being married to local Hong Kong Chinese
husbands, living and working in Hong Kong and having their family-in-law in Hong
Kong. The idea of transnational migrants observes people’s multiple relationships
with two or more nation-states, as well as how interconnection of different societies
serves to shape and transform identities of transnational migrants. As I reviewed
transnational migration as a process for Thai female migrants, one of the significant
changes is their family role, from a daughter in Thailand to a wife, a mother, and a
daughter-in-law, which will cause them to rethink and reinvent their womanhood
to adjust their family life in Hong Kong. Therefore, being married to a local Hong
Kong Chinese husband and living in Hong Kong society will impact on their
identity, and also reflect upon and share their experiences of both the interpersonal
and intrapersonal challenges and rewards they experience in the context of being a
female migrant who has a local Chinese husband in Hong Kong.

The reason to choose local Hong Kong Chinese husband, is because it will enable
us to see the different life experience in Hong Kong society and identity negotiation
process between Thai female migrants who are Thai Chinese sharing a similar
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cultural background with Hong Kong Chinese, and these non-Thai Chinese female
migrants who grew up in a different cultural background. It also helps to analyse
how Hong Kong’s local socio-cultural factors, such as ethnic identity construction
and family structure, and normative values and cultural practices shape their
identity negotiation.

The third criterion is they have become the permanent resident of Hong Kong.
There are many studies and researches on the domestic worker from the Philippines
and Indonesia in Hong Kong, but according to the current immigration policy in
Hong Kong, these domestic workers are ineligible to get permanent resident status
or even stay in Hong Kong more than seven years. However, for those who
immigrate to Hong Kong through Admission Schemes for Talent, Professionals,
and Entrepreneurs or marriage, they are eligible to become permanent residents
after living in Hong Kong for seven years. This third criterion ensures respondents
are transnational migrants and not the domestic worker, to explore from their
perspective, how do they been portrayed in mainstream society, and what kind of
relationship among them, Hong Kong society and domestic workers.

4.6.2 Sampling Processes
Samples in qualitative research are usually smaller than in quantitative research
(Ritchie, Lewis & Elam, 2003, p. 83). Large samples are not necessary nor practical
for narrative analysis (Riessman, 1993). The reason for this is that qualitative
researchers work in the context of discovery and often follow emergent empirical
and conceptual findings in unexpected ways. A qualitative sample should be small
enough to capture experiences and views that are important, that is, it should reach
saturation when no new data or relevant information is emerging. According to
Creswell’s (1994) suggestion on sample size and sample process, the sample should
allow for a diversity of experiences and views to be captured and saturation to be
reached. After discussing with my supervisor and gatekeeper, fourteen Thai female
migrants with diverse backgrounds were recruited for this research (Appendix C)
and two field sites were studied.
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4.7 Data Collection
As mentioned above, narratives gained in semi-structured in-depth interviews were
the primary data collection methods in this research with secondary method being
the field notes gained from participant observation at two field sites.

Interviews followed the semi-structured style. Unlike unstructured interviews,
where there is no interview guide or schedule, the questions, probes, and prompts
in semi-structured interviews are in the form of a flexible interview guide (Refer to
Figure 8) which is used during a research interview (Crabtree & Miller, 1999). This
interview guide provided general direction for the interview and guide to the
questions to ask to find out the answers and responses related to the key concepts
of this study – transnational migration and identity – covering four broad areas, self,
family, community and society, from an interactional perspective. Respondents
were encouraged to adopt an open attitude to reflect on their own experiences. Indepth narrative interviews were used to collect the data. This meant that participants
had the opportunity to express their ideas and feelings as well as to draw on their
knowledge and experience (Corby, 2006). Open-ended questions encouraged the
participants to start to tell their story, and the use of probing questions and verbal
encouragement created opportunities to extend the story.

62

Self

Family

Community

Society

Past
Experiences

-Background
-Self
identity
-Roles
-Significant
events

-Roots
-Personal
history within
family
-Significant
events

-Setting the
context
-Past
connection
and roles

-Past life
story in
home
country

Present
Experiences

-Current
Status
-Level of
negotiation
-Relation of
past
experiences
to the
present

-Current
support
-Current
structure
-Current roles
within family

-Current
connections
-Current
roles in
community

-Current
strategy
and
challenge

Future
Intentions

-Outcomes
-Personal
goals
-Selfidentity

-Future
support
-Future roles
within
family

-Future
connections
and roles

-Plans for
future
social
position
and role

Figure 8: Interview Guide (adapted from Richmond, 2002)

Field notes from participant observation in two research field sites were also utilized.
Writing field notes helped to identify essential questions and domains of life that
needed to be examined in greater detail. Participant observation is an appropriate
method for addressing some sensitive issues (Kearns, 2000) extending the internal
and external validity of the study by aiding the meaning of observations, helping to
formulate sensible questions for later stages of research (Bernard, 2000, p.141).

4.7.1 Pilot Study
The term pilot study is employed in two different ways in social science research.
It can refer to so-called feasibility studies which are “small-scale version[s], or trial
run[s], done in preparation for the major study” (Polit et al., 2001, p. 467). However,
a pilot study can also be the pre-testing or “trying out” of a particular research
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instrument (Baker, 1994, pp. 182-183). One of the advantages of conducting a pilot
study is that it might give advance warning about where the main research project
could fail, where research protocols may not be followed, or whether proposed
methods or instruments are inappropriate or too complicated. Two pilot interviews
were conducted in May 2016 in Hong Kong before the formal data collection
process. These interviews were particularly helpful in developing possible
categories of analysis and modifying the interview guide. The pilot studies also
helped the researcher become familiar with the research subjects, pay attention to
some sensitive issues and be alerted.

4.7.2 Interview Questions
After finishing the pilot study, based on the researcher’s reflections on interview
guide and discussion with his supervisor, the interview questions were developed
(Refer to Appendix D) in preparation for the formal interview process. The
interview questions related to how and why these Thai female migrants came and
lived in Hong Kong, their family background, their work background, life before
coming to Hong Kong and now in Hong Kong, cultural heritage in everyday life,
religion faiths and practices, what it means to be a Thai female migrant in Hong
Kong, views on woman in Hong Kong and in Thailand and their plans for the future
life. While questions were not asked in any particular order, each of the interviews
covered these different topics. The purpose of the interview was to keep in line with
the research questions, at the same time, give chances to the respondents to share
whatever they were comfortable with.

4.7.3 Formal Interviews
The in-depth interview method is an efficient way of accessing people’s perceptions,
and examining individual’s perspective, feelings relating to the particular ideas,
situation, or phenomena; thus, in this study used a semi-structured interview process
whereby the topic area guided the questions asked. The formal interviews with
fourteen Thai female migrants were conducted in two rounds in Hong Kong, the
first round between April 2016 and April 2017; and the second round between
September and October 2017.
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Consideration was given off the location of the interviews. Ideally, I want to
conduct interviews in participants’ homes as I was aware of the need to locate the
interview in a setting that was private, comfortable and quiet for the participant
(Richards & Morse, 2007, pp. 113). Also from a holistic view, I wish to gain a
deeper understanding of participants’ lived lives and observing them in their own
home setting would assist in this. However, the constraints within a female migrant
did not always lend itself to this. Some of the participants told me it is not
convenient for me to come to their home due to their parents in law and other
undisclosed reason. Following further consultation with some participants and my
supervisors on what would be most appropriate, we all agreed that the interviews
will take place in participants come where possible and where not, such as their
home, my two research field sites and cafe.

The interviews were conducted in both Thai and English, and each interview
averaged one and half hours. While Minichiello (2008) recommend that in crosslanguage research, interviews are best conducted in the participant’s first language,
some of the participants stated they were comfortable speaking in English, and
indeed, spoke English in the course of their working life in the Hong Kong. During
the interviews, respondents were given opportunities to narrate their stories of their
life experiences as being transnational migrants. The interview covered different
broad areas, beginning with some general questions about their life, including their
personal information, such as their occupation, educational background, religion
and their memories of Thailand. These broad questions were designed to build
rapport. As this was a face to face in-depth interview, it was important and
necessary to develop a positive relationship with the respondents.

By initially asking broad and non-threatening questions, a safe and comfortable
environment was established for encouraging respondents to share their personal
experiences and attitudes (DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). In the next part of
the interview, they were asked about their pathways into transnational migration,
which included the process of becoming a female migrant, feelings about being
female migrants and their life experiences in Hong Kong. Aspects of their current
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lives in Hong Kong were explored included work, family and social life.
Respondents were encouraged to talk about life changes and life experiences which
related to their journey of transnational migration in both positive and negative
terms; for example, employment, economic situation, the relationship between
themselves and their family members, friends and colleagues. Also, their life
experiences as a Thai, as a woman in Hong Kong was discussed. In the last part of
the interview, respondents were asked how these life experiences influenced their
identity and womanhood, and how they managed those conditions, what they
expected in the future and their suggestions related to improving their lives,
especially in relation to their family, community, and society.

Some participants were interviewed two or three times in two rounds because some
of the interview questions need to be elaborated more to gain a substantial
understanding of Thai female migrants’ life experiences and increased my
understanding of that social reality from their perspective. Also, repeating the
interview process can enhance trustworthiness and credibility of the data and
generate full descriptions contextualizing experience and interpretation (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2008, p. 100).

All interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed by myself. I aimed to do this
as soon as possible after the interview and generally this was achieved within seven
days. I listened to the recordings on multiple occasions reviewing my typed
transcriptions for accuracy. Drisko (2004) refers to this process as part of “preening
the data”, ensuring that it be analyzed as completely and accurately as possible (p.
197).

4.7.4 Participant Observation
As mentioned above, field notes gained from participant observation at two field
sites was the secondary data collection method for this research. Participant
observation was an essential part of this research. A lot of information was gained
from just spending time with Thai people at Wat Buddhadhamaram and Thai
Regional Alliance in Hong Kong every weekend, learning how they dress, how they
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think, feel and talk, how they interact with others, and how they participate in
activities. Participant observation allows the researcher to observe the actions,
behavior, and language used by Thai female migrants in their natural setting. The
researcher participates in everyday life of people for a period. During the time, the
researcher watches what is happening, listen to what is said, observe reactions and
interactions, ask questions and generally collect whatever data is available that
might shed light on the issue being researched (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995).
Throughout the thesis, quotes from the field notes and interviews have been used to
help to keep a human face on the research.

4.8 Data Management and Analysis
Data management and analysis processes are a continuum that begins with the raw
data, progressing in turn to descriptive statements, interpretations and the final
presentation for the reader. This section will begin by outlining the processes taken
in relation to transcription of the interviews and the decisions made in relation to
the use of pseudonyms of the research participants and the gatekeeper, before
detailing the analysis of the data.

All interviews were transcribed by the researcher firstly, from spoken Thai and
English to written Thai and English. This process is considered to provide a more
careful review of the translation process, thus enhancing rigor and trustworthiness
of the data (Shibusawa & Lukens, 2004, p. 185). Back translation based on Brislin’s
(1980) model was utilized. Back translation ensures that the original translation
“was not an exercise of mere lexical equivalence, but one of conceptual equivalence
too” (Papadopoulos, 2006, p. 94). It ensures that the translator conveyed correct
information and meaning, did not alter or omit any of the information and used
language that accurately conveyed the meaning expressed by the original speaker
(ibid, p. 95). In order to keep the translations as accurate as possible, some Thai
words and phrases have been left in the Thai language pronunciation, followed by
the literal English explanation in parentheses. There were situations where no
English word or phrase exists as a meaningful translation for the Thai word or
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phrase. In addition, any inconsistencies were noted, these were then discussed with
my supervisors and gatekeeper.

In the findings chapters, I have aimed to represent the voices of all the participants
and their stories. Participants’ own words are used throughout to bring to the reader
the meaning of their story from their viewpoint. However, to safeguard anonymity
of the participants, pseudonyms were used. In assigning each participant a
pseudonym, I sought to give Thai names that while they would not identify the
person or misidentify another person, they would still reflect the personality of the
participant based on their real situation.

To manage the large amount of data collected, I chose the MS Word and NVivo
programs as they contain many features that make the handling and integration of
different types of data more manageable. Analysis was thematic, which depends
upon the recognition of emerging themes in the research material throughout the
coding process (Alston & Bowles, 2003, p. 211) with an emphasis on “what is said”
(Bryman, 2004, p. 412) and often uses direct quotations within the text (Silverman,
2006, p. 163). The task of identifying links in the coded data into categories is
central to making sense of the data and the development of themes, which in turn is
integral for conclusions and explanations to be developed (Denscombe, 2007, p.
292). As transcription was necessary from the audio recording, analysis was
commenced during the transcription in the form of line numbering, coding and
adding notes (Denscombe, 2007, p. 185). Therefore, the analysis process was
divided into different stages, which including:

1). The first stage of this process involved the reading and rereading of the
transcripts and field notes to get the sense of the whole. From this, themes were
developed which reflected the stories told by the participants and my own personal
observations. These beginning themes were recorded into a coding frame, from
which the transcripts were then coded accordingly. As the interviews progressed
and new codes emerged, the coding frame was amended and transcripts re-coded to
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accommodate the changed frame. This process continued throughout the interview
process.

An early example of a specific theme that emerged from the data was labeled
“gender”. All of the participants and many of the people with whom I had contact
during my participant observation at two filed sites were Thai females. As
mentioned in Chapter three that the relationship between gender and transnational
migration is important for us to study identity negotiation in the era of globalization,
I decided upon the “gender” is one of the major themes in my thesis.
Similarly, another early theme emerging from the data was “religion”. This was not
surprising as the majority of the participants identified as Buddhists and I also did
my participant observation at Wat Buddhadhamaram; Also, I have explained it is a
complex and critical issue to discuss the identity in Thai context under the “nationreligion-monarchy” trinity. Even so, as I scanned my field notes and interview
transcripts, different aspects of faith became apparent.

In this way, the two major themes of this study, gender and religion were developed
inductively from the transcripts and emerged organically from the data.

2). The next stage was categorizing, this step involved generating new categories
and refining existing categories. There were various storylines started to emerge
once the coding procedure was started. I constantly compared existing codes and
themes with the new data on their similarities and differences. This process included
a continual returning to the data until each category was theoretically saturated and
defined with codes that represented various perspectives about the category. At this
stage of data analysis, I started to explore the relationship between different
categories and develop thematic concepts and theoretical propositions.

3). The last stage was interpreting, which is the process of moving to a deeper
meaning of the text and a process of de-contextualization and re-contextualization
of the data. In this stage, the thematic texts were re-contextualized within the Thai
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female migrants’ life experiences. In this way, the thematic texts and categories
from each of the narrator transcripts were integrated into a holistic way to form
interpretations about the life experiences of Thai female migrants in Hong Kong.
This has involved the writing up of the research, dissemination of findings within
the Thai Regional Alliance in Hong Kong, speaking at conferences and submitting
for publication.

Generalization of the findings is not possible due to the nature of this type of
research and the sampling strategy which is more concerned with developing
“tentative suppositions” (Rodwell, 1998, p. 17) related to specific cases
(Hammersley, 1997, p. 169). Some may see this as a limitation, however on the
contrary, in this research specifically, I am interested in presenting life experiences
and identity of Thai female migrants. Therefore, the findings take the form of a
body of knowledge, relevant to the participants and subject matter and offer a
variety of both similar and different positions and understandings (Rodwell, 1998,
p. 17).

The study aimed to understand the life experiences of Thai female migrants along
with their transnational migration, involving the complexity and diversity of
experiences in becoming a female migrant and the socio-cultural content that
impact their identity negotiation and womanhood in Hong Kong. For this purpose,
an extensive amount of qualitative data was collected. I chose to undertake a
thematic analysis for this study because this provides a flexible, rich, detailed and
complex account of data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). A thematic analysis is a method
which not only reflects reality but also unpicks or unravels the surface of “reality”
(Braun & Clarke, 2006).
The participants’ narratives are used extensively in the following chapters. This is
to ensure that the meaning from the narratives, especially because it is in a language
other than English is accurately reflected. While presenting the findings in words
as direct quotation may reduce the readability of the text, it “is the only chance that
the readers have to ‘see for themselves’ what the participants ‘look like’”
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(Liamputtong, 2010, p. 215). The strategy was applied for this thesis to give the
Thai female migrants opportunities for their stories to be heard.

Data analysis is not a linear process but rather iterative. As such, I moved back and
forth between collecting, reflecting, analyzing, reflecting, collecting, analyzing and
writing in a continuous cycle (Addison, 1989, p. 147). Throughout the data
collection and data analysis processes, I was conscious of the responsibility to
interpret the findings from the participants’ viewpoint, to give space for their voices
to be heard, and the need to be systematic and reflexive in my approach to ensure
that this occurred.

4.9 Issues Relating to Trustworthiness and Authenticity
In qualitative research, issues of validity and reliability are most usefully viewed in
terms of the credibility or trustworthiness of the research. However, it has been
argued that validity and reliability are not attainable in constructivist inquiry,
instead, researchers strive for quality research that incorporates “trustworthiness
and authenticity” (Rodwell, 1998, p. 59).

Trustworthiness relates to the inquiry process which must be meticulous and
thorough. Indeed, Rodwell (1998, p. 60) discusses the idea of rigor of the research
and goes on to describe four important elements that accentuate the likelihood of
credible findings in constructivist research, these are:
1. Credibility – refers to whether the descriptions fit the claims made
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2003, p. 69).
2. Transferability – relates to what information can be used in other areas
(Rodwell, 1998, p. 60).
3. Dependability – refers to the ability to compare the research processes
with what would be expected of constructivist inquiry (Rodwell, 1998, p.
99).
4. Confirmability – shows how data and results are linked (Rodwell, 1998,
p. 60).
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Rodwell (1998, p. 59) describes authenticity as being an integral aspect of the
research process and not an end result. Authenticity is displayed through
acknowledgment of participants’ positions, working hard to address power
inequities within the research process, consciousness raising and identifying the
research as an impetus for change.

The integrity of qualitative research is premised on trustworthiness and authenticity.
In this study, a combination of strategies been used to enhance the researcher’s
trustworthy to the participants, these strategies including prolonged engagement,
triangulation, peer debriefing and member checking (Guba & Lincoln, 1989).

1). Prolonged Engagement
Prolonged engagement as a strategy addressed both reactivity and respondent bias.
My active membership role afforded me the ability to engage with the research topic
over a lengthy period of time and to develop mutual acceptance and respect. In the
twelve months of my participant observation at Wat Buddhadhamaram and Thai
Regional Alliance in Hong Kong, I was able to observe the operation of the temple
and the organization in practice as well as interact with the participants in the
context of their daily lives over a lengthy period of time. The interview process also
involved prolonged engagement. Second and third interviews gave credibility to
data collected as information shared in first interviews was often reiterated with
greater detail in subsequent interviews.

2). Triangulation
Triangulation is a dynamic process whereby complementary methods intertwine at
different times throughout the research process enhancing the rigor of the study
(Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). In this study, I have employed a variety of data sources,
which including in-depth interviews, participants observation, field notes – served
to enhance the trustworthiness and credibility of the data collected.

3). Peer Debriefing
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Peer debriefing is “a process of exposing oneself to a disinterested peer in a manner
paralleling an analytical session and for the purpose of exploring aspects of the
inquiry that might otherwise remain only implicit within the inquirer’s mind” (Guba
& Lincoln, 1985, p. 308). My social work training experience prepared me for the
realization of its necessity in the research process. In the process of reflexivity, I
developed a support network during both the data collection and analysis phases of
this study. These processes assisted in the amelioration of researcher bias in the
study.

4). Member Checking
Padgett (2008) mentioned that “member checking remains one of the most
important ways to lend trustworthiness to a qualitative study” (p. 101). Member
checking is used to determine the accuracy of the findings by taking what has been
written and specific description of themes back to participants to determine whether
they feel they are an accurate representation of the data (Creswell, 2006, p. 196). In
this study, member checking was conducted at the end of individual interviews.
This was done by the researcher making a summary of his findings for checking.

4.10 Ethical Considerations
Beginning from a reflexive stance, within the research role, the ethical terms of
engagement are ones whereby the researcher is obligated to the people being
researched and a recognition that making oneself present and open is vitally
important to members of marginalized groups (Miehls & Moffatt, 2000, pp. 343-4;
Frank, 2002, p. 16).

In accordance with the policies of Human Ethics Approval for Research conducted
by Research Postgraduate Students at Lingnan University, a research proposal was
submitted to the supervisor, seeking approval. Respondents were provided a
Participant Information Statement (Appendix B2), which included a summary of
the study, benefits of conducting this research and contacts for the researcher
involved. In addition, respondents were informed that participation was voluntary
through a written Participant Consent Form (Appendix B3) which was given to the
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respondent at the beginning of the interview and were asked to sign the form before
the interview began. Moreover, it was explained to respondents that they might stop
the interview at any time and any information revealed in it not be included in the
study; that the recording of the interview would be destroyed. All the respondents’
information has been kept confidential as required by Lingnan University.

Five ethical criteria for social research were identified. These are autonomy/selfdetermination, non-malfeasance, beneficence, justice, and positive contribution to
knowledge (Alston & Bowles, 2003, p. 21). Two of these ethical principles emerged
as particularly important in this research, related to the nature of the participants.
The first was the issue of autonomy/self-determination. According to Sieber (2000)
“Potential participants must be free to decide whether a particular study has merit
and whether their involvement in the study is appropriate” (p. 29). Thai female
migrants are the group who have been considered as others in mainstream society.
While it is believed that this research has the potential to assist in the process of
making their voices heard, it was essential that it be conducted in a manner that did
not further exploit this already vulnerable people group.
The second issue is related to non-malfeasance. “Although researchers do not intend
harm to their participants, unintended harms can occur during the course of the
research or as consequence of it” (Eyde, 2000, p. 62). Female migrants from
developing country to developed country is a sensitive issue with women who often
experience hardship and social discrimination, so there was a possibility that
respondents might become emotionally distressed during the interview. As Thai
people find it difficult to disagree or challenge the viewpoint of a guest based on
traditional culture and religion beliefs, also because respondents were female
migrants married to Hong Kong men, the researcher had to be very careful in both
his verbal and non-verbal communication within the open and public space to make
them feel safe and comfortable.

4.11 Conclusion
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This chapter has summarized the conceptual framework and research method of this
research. The thematic analysis of the data is presented in the next two chapters.
The first chapter provides an analysis of the ethnographic study in Wat
Buddhadhamaram from participant observation and interviews to answer the
question how Thai female migrants living in Hong Kong perceive their identity.
The second chapter introduces the narratives gained from my in-depth interviews
with Thai female migrants by utilizing the conceptual model, to answer how does
the Hong Kong context shape Thai female migrants’ identity negotiation and affect
their womanhood.
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CHAPTER FIVE
“BEING A THAI WOMAN” IN HONG KONG: UNDER THE GAZE OF
BUDDHISM

5.1 Introduction
Thai female migrants’ identity negotiation must be understood along with their
journey of transnational migration; although they moved and settled in Hong Kong,
they still keep the close relations and maintain social ties with Thailand. The
narratives of the migration stories of Thai female migrants allow us to analyze their
subjective experiences and perception. Their journey of transnational migration and
their life experiences in Hong Kong brought them to face different problems, such
as, how do they perceive themselves as Thai women in Hong Kong? What is the
meaning of being a Thai woman in Hong Kong? This chapter will answer these
questions and explore how the Thai Buddhism reinforces their Thai identity and
how does Hong Kong context shape their identity as a woman.

5.2 Buddhism and Thai Nationalism
Thai Buddhism has a close relation with Thai nation-state building and impact on
Thai migrants’ identity. We must understand how Thailand’s process of nation
building was carried out, and how Thai Buddhism is involved in the nation-state
building in Thailand as it enables us to understand the influence of nation-state
building and identity of Thai female migrants in Hong Kong.
King Rama IV Mongkut (r. 1851-1868 A.D.) and King Rama V Chulalongkorn
carried out the institution policy to modernize the country based on the “nationstate” concept from the western. King Chulalongkorn and the Siamese ruler’s class
began to administer their territory in order to ensure a modern Siam. Mapping
played a crucial role in this process because the boundaries are integral to the
concept of a “nation” or territorial sovereignty, without clearly delineated borders,
a nation is not held to “exist” (Keyes, 1995).
Winichakul (1994) defined the geographical boundaries of Siam as a “geo-body”,
the king united Siam’s surrounding tributary kingdoms into one in Siam. The king
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centralized the government’s power, began to replace the local rulers by
government officials. Simultaneously, to accomplish the change, Siam started
schools, reformed the legal system, reorganized the government, and ended slavery.
After the revolution in 1932, the Thai political regime changed from absolute Thai
monarchy into a constitutional monarchy. By the end of Siam’s absolute monarchy,
the issue of ethnic diversity and heterogeneous society gradually emerged. In 1939,
the name of the kingdom, “Siam”, was changed to “Thailand” by Prime Minister
Phibun Songkram. The name “Thailand” means “land of the free”, thus explaining
the pride of the people that they have never been colonized. In order to establish
social harmony and produce a sense of unity of all ethnic groups, Thailand’s
nationalist leader produced a series of shared national identities and defined “Thai
Nation” (Sattayanurak, 2005).
Sattayanurak also explored “The Thai nation” or national identity through the
definition of “Thainess” or “being Thai”, which clarifies what the characteristics of
the Thai citizen should have. She pointed out that the concept of “Thainess” in the
present day was strongly dominated by many government-supported intellectuals
from 1892 to 1992; the dominant thought being led by Maj. Gen. Mom Rajawongse
(M.R.) Kukrit Pramoj. “Thainess”, which Pramoj gave the definition, is the
characteristics, thought and the way that the real Thais (citizen) should behave and
can be concluded as follows:
1. “Nation”: “Thai nation” is superior to other nations because it has many valuable
components of “Thainess”, including The Thai king, Thai-style governance, Thai
language, Thai arts such as literature and drama, as well as Thai decorum and Thai
traditions. Therefore, The Thai people should be proud of The Thai nation.
2. “Religion”: Buddhism is one important component of “Thainess” by making
people aware that the worldly part of Buddhism was the source of various aspects
of “Thainess”. These aspects include Thai art, Thai decorum, Thai characters, as
well as Thai-style governance that is full of kindness and because Thai-style rulers
firmly uphold Buddhist ethics which made them righteous and used their power
justly, check-and-balance mechanisms became unnecessary. In addition, Buddhism
77

was the wellspring of Thai moral standard, which made Thai society organized and
peaceful without hindering its economic development. In addition, Buddhism made
Thai society a “society of kindness” whose members are full of compassion and do
not harshly exploit each other. Although Thai society has hierarchical social classes
that typically characterize other societies, it is special in that the belief in Buddhist
laws of karma helps promote virtuous men and demote evil men, so that social
classes in Thai society are not permanent.
3. “King”: The Thai king is sacred in the Thai royal institution, a magnanimous,
generous and righteous ruler not only helping to develop the country to be
prosperous and peaceful, lifting people from poverty, but also helps sustain precious
“Thainess”. Under the unifying spiritual centres of kingship and Buddhism, society
is characterized by kindness, generosity, hospitality and harmony. Therefore, The
Thai people who are genuine Thais are loyal to the king and must sacrifice even
their lives to preserve “kingship” and “Buddhism”, so that “Thailand is good”
remains true forever.

Although no Thai constitution has ever specified that Buddhism is actually the state
religion, all have stated that the king professes the Buddhist faith. The official
Buddhist hierarchy parallels the bureaucratic order, and is intimately tied to the Thai
state, for which it performs important political, economic, cultural and social
functions in the nation (McCargo, 2004). Obviously, Buddhism is one of the
essential components of “Thainess”. Being Thai means having this feeling and a
Thai character. Buddhism has become a symbol of the Thai people to articulate
their identity and became the connection between Thai migrants and Thailand. Thai
people would think that as a Thai and as a Buddhist is equal; this “Thainess” has a
core that is no less universal than other civilizations because “Thainess” it is built
on Buddhism which is “superior”.

In Thailand, the relationship between Thai Buddhists and temples is closely related
to each other and Thai Buddhism and Thai temples embodied in every step of Thai
people’s life. About 94% of the Thai population is Buddhist (National Statistical
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Office, 2009). Buddhism has long been the cultural root of the Thai people, creating
many Buddhist traditions and customs. Temples are the products of the faith of Thai
Buddhists. There are approximately 37,075 temples in the country, with as many as
291,116 monks (Office of National Buddhism, 2016). Buddhism is the spiritual
pillar of Thailand, and temple, or “wat” in Thai, has been the centre of Thai people’s
lives from the ancient times with the majority of Thai people follow the Theravada
Buddhism.
Historically, the temples were a “space” where the Lord Buddha delivered his
teachings and sermons to monks and laypeople. Later on, the faithful people
provided land for temple construction as the residence for monks to conduct
religious activities, as well as for the stability of the religion. Buddhist temples, in
addition to being a central place of religious practice, also play a vital role in the
Thai community. In Thailand, temples also have educational functions, many
primary schools are built on the land of the temple and have a close relation with
the temple. In rural areas, government officials often use the temples as spaces for
meetings and public events, while in urban areas, local residents will organize
charity events in the temple. Furthermore, the temple is not only a crucial social
resource underpinning all aspects of the Buddhist community, it also plays an
essential role as the sociocultural centre (Putnam, 1993, p. 169).

As mentioned above, Buddhism and the nation-building in Thailand are
inextricably linked. Kymlicka’s (1995) concept of nation-building explained the
nation-state is an imagined state creating through the process of nation-building.
Even though the members of the nation do not share the same ethnicity, they still
feel and believe that they live in the same category, share the common language,
territory, and nationality. Properly speaking, nation-building is the process to depluralize a society; generally, through the process of assimilation policies.
Moreover, the nation-state will risk political instability and insecurity, if it does not
concrete a collective national identity to unify the diversity of people in the territory.
Buddhism is one of the core symbols of the Thai state, and the “nation-religionmonarchy” trinity still prevails in Thai society today as it is reinforced both at the
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institutional and individual level. In addition, a discourse of “being Thai” equating
“being Buddhist” is still prevalent in Thai society and widely recognized by the
public (Bao, 2015, pp.117-118). Therefore, participation in Buddhist practices and
activities of overseas Thais cannot be simply seen as a matter of faith, but through
this trinity, in particular, maintaining close relationships with Thai Buddhist temple
and participating in Buddhism religious practices, Thai people perceive and
enhance their Thai identity.

Benedict Anderson (1983) asserts that, even though members of a nation do not
possess face-to-face interactions, they are bounded together by the imaginary
mutual connection. This imagination is forged by the creation of language and
symbols such as censuses, maps, and museums. In the Thai case, the creation of the
national flag and the meanings of the national symbols which are attached to it are
the best example. Given the discourse of the “trinity”, Thai Buddhism must be
understood as closely related to the Thai nation-building and Thai identity
construction.
According to statistics information from the Office of National Buddhism, Thailand
(2016), there four Thai Buddhist temples were located in Hong Kong in 2015. Wat
Buddhadhamaram, built in 2006, located in Yuen Long is my ethnographic research
field. It is one of four Thai temples in Hong Kong recognized by the Thai royal
family and Sangharaja (Supreme Patriarch of Thailand). The establishment of Wat
Buddhadhamaram was established by a Thai woman who married to a wealthy local
Hong Kong husband and donated money and land in Yuen Long. Wat
Buddhadhamaram has an abbot, known as “Luang Por” by Thai people which
means “venerable father”. “Luang Por” is also a title for the respected senior monk
who is responsible for the general affairs of the temple. The “Luang Por” of Wat
Buddhadhamaram was sent to Hong Kong by the Office of National Buddhism,
Thailand through the Royal Thai Consulate-General, Hong Kong, alongside the
Thai Sangha, to promote Thailand’s overseas Buddhist missionary policy and
activities. According to Bao (2010, p. 10), the primary purpose of the expansion of
Thai Buddhism abroad is to provide service and support for overseas Thai
communities and other Theravada Buddhist followers and also promote the Thai
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culture and art. Building the distinctive Buddhist temple overseas and promoting
Buddhism culture is the mission of the Office of National Buddhism, Thailand. It
involves not only Thai migrants aboard but also Thai Buddhist monks outside
Thailand, as well as local people.
Visakha Bucha Day is celebrated on the full moon day of the month of Visakha,
usually in April (first), May or June (last) every year. Wat Buddhadhamaram
celebrated Visakha Bucha Day on 21st May, 2016. Thai people in Hong Kong
usually commemorate the major Buddhist events and festivals such as Makha
Bucha Day, Songkran Festival and other important religious and Monarchy
holidays at Wat Buddhadhamaram. These celebrations are usually held on
weekends, so people can join in their free time without taking leave from their work.
The management committee of Wat Buddhadhamaram is sufficiently flexible about
dates of the celebration of the events for the mentioned reason, especially after
receiving complaints from Thai domestic workers in Hong Kong. Visakha Bucha
Day is considered as the most important and most sacred Buddhist festival. People
need to get up early and come to the temple to make merit and offer food to monks.
Thai people will also pray for the blessing of the Buddha, and good luck for the
future.
On 21st May, 2016, 200-300 people went to Wat Buddhadhamaram to celebrate
Visakha Bucha Day. Most of them were Thai women living in Hong Kong. Some
of these Thai women also brought their husbands, their children and family-in-law
with them. Some of the family-in-law also joined the religious ceremony in the
morning and husbands prayed with their Thai wives. Some Thai women
deliberately wore the traditional Thai dresses came to the festival. Wat
Buddhadhamaram had several different activities for Visakha Bucha Day. In the
early morning, people started with making merit by offering food and daily
necessities to monks. People also donated money to Wat Buddhadhamaram by
putting money into the donation boxes or delivering it to the monks through a male,
since women are forbidden to touch the monks, a religious taboo in Thailand
Buddhism as well. There were also some stalls that sell Thai products from different
regions in Thailand, and some hawkers to cook and offer Thai food and snacks.
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People organize this for charity; it is the way for Thai people to make merit, on the
other hand, Thai people can donate money to support the temple.

Thai food is a symbol of Thailand and is very important for Thai people as well.
There were many traditional Thai foods which are not easy to find at Thai
restaurants in Hong Kong; also, some Thai snacks from different regions made by
Thai people in Hong Kong. People seemed very happy and excited to have a chance
to find and eat authentic Thai foods at Wat Buddhadhamaram. It is not difficult to
find mainstream Thai food in Hong Kong with an affordable price, but there are
foods across regions with different flavours. Many people told me it was a great
chance to eat different foods and snacks from different Thai regions at the festival.
Many also bought different Thai products which they wanted and needed from the
stalls. Officers from the Royal Thai Consulate General in Hong Kong came to
attend the festival as the Thai government representatives, giving a short speech and
donating money to express the support from the Thai government.

The management committee of Wat Buddhadhamaram also set stages for
performances. The outdoor stage was for Thai traditional folk dance by a group of
young children and teenagers. Also, other people were welcomed to join and dance
together with them on the stage. The indoor stage for Thai cooking competition was
organized by the Thai Regional Alliance in Hong Kong (TRA-HK). People were
very enthusiastic about the cooking competition, and the hosts on the stage also
interacted well with everyone. I also noticed many Thai women’s husbands, familyin-laws and other local friends participating in the folk dance and cooking
competition rather than the religious ceremony. Many people told me that attending
this event and celebrating the festival at Wat Buddhadhamaram was just like going
back home to Thailand, and they felt pleased and relaxed here. They had the chance
to meet different Thai people who live in Hong Kong, enjoy variety of Thai foods,
watch Thai dance show and listen to Thai music.

It is critical and meaningful for us to understand the existence of Wat
Buddhadhamaram and the religious activities and festivals here, as it enables us to
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understand and examine its implication as a transnational social field and a
transnational space for Thai female migrants in Hong Kong. Wat Buddhadhamaram
is a notable example for us to understand transnationalism and how it has happened
in reality. Although living in Hong Kong, Thai female migrants have always kept
the close relationship with Thailand and maintained their identity as a Thai woman.
Participating in Buddhist activities at Wat Buddhadhamaram is one of the forms
which reinforces their Thai identity in this transnational social space.
Piscatori and Rudolph’s (1997) Transnational Religion and Fading States mentions
that, for migrants, religious participation offers not just a way to express and
interpret their interests and to remain connected to their origin communities, it also
provides a link to churches and religious organizations that maintain an active
collective engagement by creating and shaping transnational spaces. In fact, it has
been argued that in today’s post-modern age, religious communities have become
important agents in the creation of transnational civil society (p. 1).

5.3 Transnational Space and Identity
During my participant observation and interviews, Wat Buddhadhamaram was
often mentioned by Thai female migrants as a connection to home. Undoubtedly,
Wat Buddhadhamaram, as re-territorialized transnational space which connects
Thai people with their home and country, enhances Thai female migrants’ sense of
belonging and reinforces their Thai identity. When asked about her religious belief
and opinion regarding religion and monarchy, participant Noo replied,

Although I live in Hong Kong, as a Thai, we should still believe in Buddhism,
respect the king, because the king is a spiritual sustenance of Thai people,
although the Hong Kong society is more democratic, I think as a Thai, this
is the way to express our loyalty. Buddhism made Thai people more united
and cared about each other. I always go Thai temple here. It was fun to help
temple’s activities and to meet a lot of Thai people. It makes you feel like
going back to Thailand. It is a small Thailand there. The people, the
conversation, the language, it’s Thailand there. It’s a small Thai community
that Thai people can get everything, Thai food, Thai culture, Thai friends
and happy. It’s warm, and it makes me feel like I miss Thailand less. Maybe
because it fulfills that feelings. I don’t miss Thailand much. When people
cook Thai food, it’s truly Thai food. It feels like the yearning for food
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decrease (Noo, 62 years, Self-employed).
Wasu shared the same feelings, and told me why Buddhism is essential for Thai
people and how Buddhism made her feel like a Thai:
I am a Buddhist because I am Thai, Buddhism is important for us…But after
moving to Hong Kong, I feel it is much more important than before, and I
miss these Buddhism cultures and activities. When I feel sad and unhappy
because of my work and family life, I will go to the temple, and I start to be
interested these cultures and want to try to relieve myself…As a Thai people,
I think Buddhism is very important for me, Buddhism reminds me who I am,
and where I come from, we cannot cut the relation with Buddhism, Buddhism
is in our life (Wasu, 38 years, Banking).
Based on the statements from Noo and Wasu, it is easy for us to understand that
Wat Buddhadhamaram is where Thai culture, Thai belief, and Thai value meet
together; it is the transnational space where Thai national and Thai identity are
reinforced. Especially at Thai temple overseas, Thai people can find everything
makes them feel closer to their home country, such as Thai food, Thai culture, Thai
friends and Thai language. Therefore, Wat Buddhadhamaram not only becomes a
home far from home for Thai female migrants in Hong Kong, but also becomes a
place for their spiritual presence. Their sense of belonging and emotional
attachments have been aroused.
Bao (2008, p. 10) said, we must “conceptualize space as constructed out of
interrelations, as the simultaneous coexistence of social interrelations and
interactions at all spatial scales, from the most local level to the most global”. Thai
Buddhist temple becomes a transnational social space for Thai female migrants in
Hong Kong to maintain their ties with Thailand, reinforcing their identity as a Thai.
Further, their national and ethnic identity are enhanced by participating in the
religious activities at Wat Buddhadhamaram.

Bungon shared with me it is not always easy for her to get on well with her
colleagues in the workplace, their different values and cultural backgrounds can
lead to many problems and misunderstandings. Wat Buddhadhamaram became a
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place where she can get comfortable and feel like home.
We are supporting each other in Hong Kong. They (other Thai people in the
temple) make me feel there are many people care about me and they can
comfort me when I feel disappointed...we are trying to maintain Thai culture
and Thai values in Hong Kong. We come from the same origin, share the
same language and cultural background, and more importantly, we believe
in the same religion. I really feel Buddhism is important and can comfort me.
Buddhism makes Thai people unite, and the temple makes everyone support
each other as Thais (Bungon, 50 years, Self-employed/NGO).
Bungon said Buddhism always teaches people to have gratitude, so she often gets
comfort from Thai temple and Thai friends when she feels depressed. To help more
people, Bungon established the Thai Regional Alliance in Hong Kong (TRA-HK)
in 2001. Bungon said that the Thai people belief in the spirit of solidarity led her to
establish TRA-HK in 2001 as a means for Thai living in Hong Kong to maintain
their social ties. The organization is registered under the societies ordinance to
enhance the Thai community spirit, promoting friendship and strengthening the
Thai migrant groups in Hong Kong into an alliance.

During my research, there is a further finding on the relationship between Thai
female migrants and religion. Many of the Thai female migrants told me they feel
much more interested in religion after moving to Hong Kong, with some
maintaining an open mindset for other religions, happy to meet friends from other
religion background and share their different cultures and religious faiths. When
asked about her religious beliefs and her relationship between Buddhism and Thai
people, participant Mukdawan shared,

I am a Buddhist; I feel it is good to be a Buddhist. I feel great and respected
when I went to the temple and met other Thai people who live here in Hong
Kong. It makes you go back to your hometown in Thailand...I think the Thai
Buddhism temple is a small Thai community for us to get everything, not
only for materials stuff but also it makes you feel warm and miss Thailand,
you don’t know how important the Thai temple to you until you left Thailand
and live in a foreign country…As a Thai who are living abroad, how do you
find your sense of belonging to Thailand? How do you find your identity as
a Thai? I think Buddhism is important for me; I can feel I am a Thai only
when I come to Wat Buddhadhamaram. (Mukdawan, 50 years, Selfemployed)
85

From what Mukdawan told me, we can find that Thai female migrants in Hong
Kong regard religion as a critical element to keep traditional Thai culture and value
for Thai, especially when they leave the motherland to live in Hong Kong.
Buddhism, which is vital to them, becomes a means to enhance their cohesion.
Sharing the common Buddhist faith, Thai female migrants participate in various
activities at the temple together, and also try to find also the sense of belonging to
“home”. This sense of belonging always remind them as Thai, Thai female migrants
also perceive their identity through their participation in Buddhist activities and
their connection to Thai temple in Hong Kong.

Malee explained why does she think Buddhism is important for her and why does
she feels much more interest in Buddhism after she left Thailand and moved to
Hong Kong.

Buddhism means a lot to me. Whenever I face the problems, I will go to visit
the Buddha and pray; the Buddha will help me to solve the problems.
Especially after I moved to Hong Kong, I have to face many challenges, in
the beginning, it is so suffering for me, and the temple is the only place for
me to overcome difficulties in work and life here. The monk taught me how
to face the karma. It helps me lot, after that I am more interested in
Buddhism and go to the temple much often than when I was in Thailand.
Also, it reminds me as a Thai when I’m not in Thailand (Malee, 65 years,
Self-employed).
However, Oradi shared the different path of her religious faith having converted
from a Buddhist to a Christian after her marriage,
I am a Christian now, and my husband is also a Christian…I was a Buddhist
before I got married, but not that religious, and I converted to Christian
after moved to Hong Kong…I just want his parents and his family like me
more, and I think it makes things easier in my Hong Kong family…Hong
Kong is not Thailand, and Buddhism is no longer involved in all of your life
(Oradi, 32 years, Consultant).
As a Christian, Jun also shared with me how socio-cultural context in Hong Kong
affected her view of ideas,
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I was born in Thailand where the national religion is Buddhism. But my
family are Christian, also my husband’s family as well... After moved to
Hong Kong, I have changed, mainly regarding religion. I think multicultural
and different religions in Hong Kong brings me a lot of new ideas and value
(Jun, 30 years, Clerk).
Based on what Oradi and Jun told me on the change of their religion, we can review
them as apt examples to explain how the Hong Kong local context shapes Thai
female migrants’ identity and construct the in-between identity through the
negotiation process. Some Thai female migrants in Hong Kong regard Buddhism
as a critical element for them to perceive their identity and behaviour of being close
to Thailand as their home country. However, like Oradi and Jun, after moving to
Hong Kong, the diverse socio-cultural environment and their life experiences in
Hong Kong affect their feelings, beliefs, thoughts, and behaviours. Under these
circumstances, their religious belief change can reflect to behaviourally of being
close to the host country Hong Kong. This in-between identity reflects Thai female
migrants’ constant comparison and negotiation of the particular circumstances they
meet, whereby they make an identity choice based on their value judgment.

Pinkaew told me her story on how she became open minded to accept different
religions in Hong Kong,
Even I am a Buddhist, I am not a very religious person…my husband is a
Christian, our maid at home is a Muslim from Indonesia. I think when you
live in Hong Kong, live in such a multicultural society, you should have an
open and comprehensive mindset… Although as a Thai, I believe in
Buddhism, when you come to Hong Kong, and you see people here are not
only Buddhists, but also from other religions, you will become more open.
You have many opportunities to meet more friends and share your life with
them...This is something beyond the religion (Pinkaew, 42 years, Academia).
According to the above discussion, we can find that Wat Buddhadhamaram has
evoked Thai people’s desire for Thai culture and collective consciousness, helped
Thai people including female migrants to find their sense of belonging to Thailand
in Hong Kong, reinforcing their Buddhist faith. Jirattikorn (2012) suggests that Thai
Buddhism is also highly intolerant of those who deviate from mainstream teachings,
making a mockery of ideas of freedom of religion. Thai Buddhist temple serves to
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maintain a physical and spatial boundary where Thai people define their identity
against the non-Buddhist and non-Thai. Conversely, Wattanasuwan and Elliott
(1999) suggest that to create a sense of identity is not only to distinguish the
individual from the masses, but perhaps also to lose a sense of difference and
become like the others. Therefore, Thai female migrants become more interested in
religion, which can be related to ideological constructions of individuals’ identity.
Thai Buddhism and Thai Buddhist temple help Thai female migrants to distinguish
the others, find their sense of belonging to Thailand and perceive their national and
ethnic identity as Thai women in Hong Kong. However, at the same time, for those
Thai female migrants whose religious beliefs are not that firm, along with their
migration and after experiencing the different interactions with family, community
and society, they will become more multicultural to accept other religions with an
open mind in Hong Kong.
In Thai society, the temple is of utmost importance as it is deemed as “necessary
for a civilized social existence” (Tobias, 1977). Wat Buddhadhamaram also can be
seen as “spiritual sustenance shelter” for Thai female migrants. The temple provides
the space for public worship, religious ceremony, a community meeting place,
solving the personal crisis and celebrating festivities. Buddhist activities are
essential practices for the maintenance of these Thai female migrants’ spiritual
identities and roles – “spiritual self”. For Thai female migrants, they will visit the
Thai temple when they encounter problems and difficulties in their life. In addition,
the persistence of the Thai Buddhism institution in Hong Kong must be credited to
the daily contributions and involvement of these Thai migrant women’s as the Thai
male workers rarely go to these Buddhist temples while working in Hong Kong. As
Noo emphasised,

I think this (Buddhism) is not just my hobby, but also my spiritual sustenance.
I can meet many different friends there. Some of them come from Thailand
to Hong Kong like me. Some of them are local people who interested in Thai
culture. Some of them are come from Southeast Asia and share the same
religious culture with Thailand. I met many friends there and broadened my
social network; it is the way to make me happy and know more close friends
here (Noo, 62 years, Self-employed).
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Wasu also told me many Thai female migrants regarded the Thai temple as a
“spiritual sustenance shelter” for them, especially when they have psychological
and emotional problems in Hong Kong,
…Buddhism is important to me because I am not always happy when I am
in Hong Kong. I can find the way to be happy, but not always, who can I talk
to? And who will listen to me? I can talk to my husband, my parents in law,
but not always...I don’t think they can always understand what I am saying
and what I want. They can listen and comfort me but they can’t give me the
support all the time. But, at Wat Buddhadhamaram, the monk and the people
there can help me and give me the answer. I like to visit the temple, joining
the different activities there, and I can meet many friends who can talk with
you and listen to you, the monks at Wat Buddhadhamaram are very helpful
and really generous. They always help me and make me strong to find the
meaning of life when I got lost (Wasu, 38 years, Banking).
In order to understand Thai female migrants’ complex identity, we should explore
their sense of belonging as well. Belonging should be analyzed both as a personal,
intimate, feeling of being “at home” in a place (place-belongingness) and as a
discursive resource which constructs, claims, justifies, or resists forms of sociospatial inclusion/exclusion (politics of belonging) (Antonsich, 2010). The life
experience of Thai female migrants in Hong Kong affect their sense of belonging
and lead them to face the question of who they are. Some of the Thai female
migrants said that they cannot fully assimilate with local people, local culture and
local society, and feel trapped in-between. They do not totally belong to Thailand
like other Thai people in Thailand; also, they don’t belong to Hong Kong like the
other Hong Kongers. Under these circumstances, they start to find their sense of
belonging as a Thai female migrant in Hong Kong and negotiate their identity into
an “in-between” identity in Hong Kong. The Buddhist temple in Hong Kong
becomes a “spiritual sustenance shelter” beyond home and the country for them.
They can find answers and hopes for life when they encounter difficulties and
problems in their work life, family life and social life; they also can find Thai culture,
Thai values at the temple. Thai Buddhist temple is the place where their national
and ethnic identities are reinforced and where they can “be a Thai” in Hong Kong.
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5.4 Gender in Thai Buddhist Context
This section will discuss gender in Thai Buddhist culture and its influence on Thai
female migrants. Firstly, I will explain the role of Buddhism in Thai culture and
society, next, I will describe its doctrinal or central views on women, and how these
views affect women and men’s actual social roles and statuses in family and society.
Lastly, I will elaborate how Thai female migrants living in Hong Kong rethink and
question Buddhism and gender inequality and negotiate their identity as a woman.

5.4.1 Role of Buddhism in Thai Culture and Society
Thailand has a close relationship to Buddhism since 94% of its population is
Buddhists, the highest per capita percentage of Buddhists in the world. Since 1200
A.D., Buddhism has played a major role in Thailand politically, socially and
culturally; its ideology seamlessly infused into Thai society. Buddhism is the
wellspring of Thai moral standard, which made Thai society organized and peaceful
without hindering its economic development. In addition, Buddhism made Thai
society a “society of kindness” whose members are full of compassion and do not
harshly exploit each other. Although Thai society has hierarchical social classes
that typically characterize other societies, it is unique in that the belief in Buddhist
laws of karma helps promote virtuous men and demote evil men, so that social
classes in Thai society are not permanent. These contexts in Buddhism have an
important impact on women and men’s actual social roles and statuses in Thai
society (Sattayanurak, 2005).

5.4.2 Doctrinal Views of Thai Buddhism on Women
The context of gender in Buddhism and the way Buddhism teaches gender has
serious consequences and effects on Thai society and affect Thai female migrants’
identity as a woman. Though the gender equality concept is enshrined in the Vinaya
Pitaka (a Buddhist scripture, one of the three parts that make up the Tripitaka),
contemporary Thai Buddhism and its current practices believe that physiological
sex makes a difference regarding enlightenment, thus reflecting gender inequality.
For instance, some senior Thai monks, especially those from the influential temples
under royal patronage, teach that being born as a woman is the retribution of bad
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karma accumulated in their last lives, excluding their ability to achieve
enlightenment. In this teaching, the only way for a woman to become enlightened,
is first she must make lots of merit by offering donations to the temple, then pray
to be born as a man in the next life, as only men can be enlightened (Pipat, 2007, p.
69). As Noo shared with me what the monks from temple taught her,

Thailand is a Buddhist country, women in Thailand received traditional
education from parents, monks and school, monks teach us to be loyal to our
parents and husband, women should serve men to eliminate our bad karma
this life, then you will have a better next life (Noo, 62 years, Self-employed).
Malee also told me her own experience, how she found Buddhism to treat men and
women different,

When I was young, I asked my parents why women have to keep a distance
from monks? And why we have to offer the seat to them on the bus? My
parents cannot explain it clearly, but they just told me this is the way to pay
respect to the monk, because women are lower status than men, women have
to follow these principles and practices so that they will have a good karma
and better next life (Malee, 65 years, Self-employed).
From an intersectional perspective, unlike the elder generation, many young people
and non-Buddhist in Thai society firmly believe that contemporary Thai Buddhism
is a core of gender discrimination, with enlightenment only possible for men but
not women. Women are considered inferior by influential monks at temples and
other Buddhists in Thailand, so protocols within popular Buddhist practice are
derived from this inherent belief. Women are therefore procedurally barred from
being ordained as monks in Thailand, and are also forbidden in sacred places such
as certain pagodas (Pipat, 2007).
In the Buddhism context, Thai children own “Bunkuhn” (debt) to their parents for
giving birth and raising them, and the children should repay their parents as soon as
possible (Chamratrithirong et al., 1988). However, due to religious beliefs that hold
women are born with lower karma and that men can go into the monkhood to make
the highest merit, the way of repaying the parents is different for boys and girls
(Keyes, 1984; Kirsch, 1985). While boys are expected to practice as a monk
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temporarily and earn merit for their parents that way, girls are supposed to serve
their parents for their entire life. Nowadays, even though girls are offered the
opportunity to gain more education, in some areas, particularly in rural areas,
parents still believe that the future for girls is to get married and take care of their
households, and therefore education is not necessary (Praparpun, 2009). In addition,
traditional Thai Buddhism familial norms encourage women to be selfless,
nurturing, devoted to their husbands and prepared to make sacrifices for the wellbeing of their families (Xu, Kerley, & Sirisunyaluck, 2011).

5.4.3 Rethinking Buddhism and Gender Inequality
After living in Hong Kong for a few years and experiencing the freedom and
autonomy of women in Hong Kong society, Thai female migrants start to rethink
and challenge some of the Buddhist beliefs and values which they brought with
them from Thailand to Hong Kong. After reconsidering and questioning these
beliefs and values, Thai female migrants start to negotiate their identity and change
their perception in Hong Kong. The most significant negotiation is Thai female
migrants begin to debate and challenge these gender inequalities which exist in Thai
Buddhism. Whether their identity as a woman valuable and useful? Whether their
mind-set and ideology can benefit them and help them integrate into Hong Kong
society? As Jun shared, the life experiences in Hong Kong as a Thai female migrant
makes her to rethink gender inequalities in Buddhism and to discover who she
wants to be:
…Why Buddhism teaches people that women cannot be the monk? Why
should women serve for men? I think many women in Thailand will never
think about it, maybe they do not dare to do, or they don’t want. But as I
moved to Hong Kong, I saw women in Hong Kong are willing to fight for
their rights, they have a lot of campaigns to express their dissatisfaction to
the decimation, to ask for freedom...I think even I am a Thai woman; I should
be different from other Thai women in Thailand, I should be an independent
and autonomous woman. Being a Thai woman in Hong Kong is different
from being a Thai woman in Thailand (Jun, 30 years, Clerk).
Pinkaew also shared her opinion on gender roles in Theravada Buddhism and its
impact on her life,
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Actually, I got more freedom in Hong Kong. Because in Thailand, we believe
in Theravada Buddhism, which somehow brings discrimination to women,
women in Thailand are required to focus on the domestic roles after
marriage. And in Thailand, women are more likely to be auxiliary to males,
to their children, but in Hong Kong, women are much more equal to men,
especially women have more chances to make choices for their own life… I
feel I have to change my own “definition” of woman in Hong Kong (Pinkaew,
42 years, Academia).
According to a classic Thai proverb, which like many other proverbs places men
above women, the male of a couple is compared with the front legs of an elephant,
while the female is the hind legs (Wasikasin & Hemmaprasit, 1998). This is
reflected in Thai women still traditionally being responsible for the household and
for taking care of all family members, despite the fact that they have also played an
economic role for a long time, the same as their partners, and are also expected to
support their parents. It could be stated that these family roles have contributed
significantly to the patriarchal gender attitudes prevalent in Thai society.

However, now many of Thai women start to challenge and question these gender
inequalities. As what Jun shared to me, she used to be a devout Buddhist, totally
believing what the monks taught and following their practice, but after she came to
Hong Kong, her religious beliefs were not as firm as before,
When I was in Thailand, all the people around me are Buddhists, and we all
believe what the monks teach us, no one will question that and no one dare
to do so, we think it is good to follow them, but after moved to Hong Kong,
the more you see and experience, you will find which is right and which is
wrong, monks teach us to be grateful, that’s great and good; but women
have to serve men, I think it is wrong, I think should know what I can believe
and what I can’t now, and I will make my own choice to follow what I think
is right and good (Jun, 30 years, Clerk).
Pinjai also told me, because Hong Kong is a multicultural society, her life
experience here broadens her horizon, she has more freedom to make decisions for
her own life and to think in a different way to how she had previously been taught,

My life in Hong Kong makes me more independent, I began to think
independently, to think something I never thought before, monk said women
are low status, but what if I am a well-educated woman, and doing well on
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my work, do I still a low status woman? Why my friends in other religion did
not say like that? It’s unfair, it’s lie, I won’t debate with these monks openly,
but I will not trust them like before (Pinjai, 35 years, Finance).
As discussed in the theoretical framework section, identity refers to the ways in
which individuals and collectivities are distinguished in their social relations with
other individuals and collectivities, one’s identity is based on one’s socialization
into a particular culture where norms, values, roles, and statuses are interpreted
(Blumer, 1969). This is evident in how Thai female migrants are involved in
significant social space and social roles changes, undergoing a process of redefining
and reinterpreting of identity as a woman in Hong Kong and reinventing their
womanhood.

Namsai told me her own view of the role of women has changed after she moved
to Hong Kong,

I started to believe in Buddhism since I was 6 or 7 years old follow my
parents. Buddhism seems became a part of life, and I trust what monks tell
me...After I moved to Hong Kong, I met a lot of Christian friends and Muslim
friends in Hong Kong which I never had when I was in Thailand. They told
me what’s their religion talk about women; I found it is not as same as what
the monks told me. I also found the lifestyle of women in Hong Kong is very
different from women in Thailand, so I start to think about it, think what is
“being a woman” means to me, I just need to be myself, but a woman what
I want to be, but not for others (Namsai, 45 years, Media).
From an intersectional perspective, not only because of the different socioeconomic and social-cultural context between Thailand and Hong Kong lead these
Thai female migrants to challenge the traditional Thai Buddhism, but also their
complex interactions with family, community and society lead them to rethink
Buddhism and gender inequality.

As a devout Buddhist, Malee shares her story which happened when she first
married her husband. From her own experience, Malee found the traditional Thai
values of woman seemed not proper and good under the new social-cultural
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environment in Hong Kong, and these practices as a woman should be changed to
adapt the life in Hong Kong,

Because in Thailand, women are always cooking for the family, wives must
wait until their husbands back home to start dinner. Otherwise, it is not
virtuous, and disrespectful in Buddhism. When I just got married to my
husband in Hong Kong, I always wait until 9 pm when he came back home
to start our dinner... But he told me this is not good, and there is no need to
do like that, other people will think he abuses me; I am his wife, not his
maid... There is no need to follow these Buddhism practices in Hong Kong,
and these Buddhist regulations are not influencing Hong Kong that deeply
like Thailand (Malee, 65 years, Self-employed).
After Malee found the definition of a good woman in Buddhism to be wrong and
not in accordance with the rules and culture in Hong Kong, Malee started to think
why women in Thailand have to behave like that, why the monks in Thailand teach
people the wrong things. Since then, she began to distrust the monks in the temple
and dared to challenge what she thought as wrong and unfair.

Bungon, the founder of the Thai Regional Alliance in Hong Kong (TRA-HK), also
shared her experiences on how her own understanding of “woman” has changed,

After I came to Hong Kong, I found what taught at the Thai temples in Hong
Kong, and the temples in Thailand are different, although they are all Thai
Buddhist temples, I feel the monks here are not superior...Because of my
work, I have met a lot of people from different countries and religion works
on issues of domestic worker and women’s rights in Hong Kong, I found
many things in Thai Buddhism are not right, or even it is discrimination
against women...The reason I set up TRA-HK, because I want to empower
Thai woman to think independently, rather than completely believe in what
monks said and blindly follow everything in Buddhism (Bungon, 50 years,
Self-employed/NGO).
From Malee and Bungon comments, we can understand that Thai female migrants
mostly acquired their composite in-between identity through socio-cultural
conditioning process in Hong Kong. Malee acquired her identity as a woman
through her individual lived experiences with her husband and her family-in-law,
while Bungon found her own definition as a woman through her intergroup and
interpersonal interaction experiences. Thai female migrants start to challenge and
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question the gender inequality in Thai Buddhism after moving to Hong Kong. From
a Buddhism dominated Thailand to a multi-religious Hong Kong, their life
experiences and cultural shocks in Hong Kong lead them became more free and
independent; at the same time their loyalty to Buddhism has also changed. Based
on their own circumstances, they will choose what is right and good to follow after
their rational thinking, rather than just blindly follow the Buddhist regulations and
practices and believe what the monks taught them.

5.5 Conclusion
The life experiences of Thai female migrants in Hong Kong is interesting and
meaningful; their identities intersecting and becoming an in-between identity after
their identity negotiation. This intersected in-between identity is influenced by
various socio-economic and socio-cultural factors from different perspectives of
their life experiences in both the home and host countries. Thai female migrants
maintain values and norms from Thailand to perceive their national and ethnic
identity, but also have to negotiate their identity understanding in the new sociocultural environment in Hong Kong. Thai female migrants do not completely
abandon their original culture, value and identity from Thailand, at the same time,
they do not completely adopt the new ones from Hong Kong; there is a process for
them to negotiate their identity and develop an in-between identity along with their
transnational migration.

This research argues that the identity negotiation of Thai female migrants in Hong
Kong should be examined in relation to their life experiences from different
perspectives in the process of transnational migration. Their life experiences as
transnational migrants lead them to develop an in-between identity which is
unstable and fluid, their definition of “Thai” and “woman” have subtly changed
along with their migration, they will have a new understanding of what is the
identity as a Thai woman in Hong Kong.

The suprasystem adapted from Aroche and Coello (1994) (refer to figure 2 in
Chapter Four) posits that all aspects of Thai female migrants’ life journey need to
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be taken into account to gain a true understanding of who they are – that the
combination of their journey of transnational migration, their normal life cycle and
their life adaptation experience from different perspectives. Reviewing the data
under this conceptual framework to answer my research question, how do these
Thai female migrants living in Hong Kong perceive their identity, Buddhism has
long been a source of identity for Thai people, rather than a universalistic religion.
Thai people living in Hong Kong maintain their identity through the “nationreligion-monarchy” trinity. Many Thai female migrants retain strong ties to
Thailand, enhancing their identity of Thainess through various means on Buddhism
perspectives. However, transnational migration has proved to be both an
opportunity and a challenge. When Thai female migrants arrive in Hong Kong, their
experiences on autonomy and freedom for women in Hong Kong empower them to
challenge and question the gender inequality existing in Thai Buddhism, their life
experiences in Hong Kong shake Thai female migrants’ Buddhist faith upon which
they have always insisted. Under these circumstances, Buddhism becomes a
“buffet” for Thai female migrants; they will choose what is right and good to
believe, but also what to refuse and not to follow with. At the same time, the subtle
ideological changes set the way for Thai female migrants to negotiate their gender
role expectations, and help them reinvent their womanhood in Hong Kong. These
themes will be explored in greater detail in Chapter Six in the context of the
interviews with the research participants to understand the impact of migration
experience on identity negotiation and womanhood reinvention.
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CHAPTER SIX
FROM THAILAND TO HONG KONG: THE JOURNEY OF
REINVENTING WOMANHOOD

6.1 Introduction
Gender affects how people are socialized, how they see themselves, treat
themselves and interact with other people. Gender identities have been conceived
either as gender self-schemas (Markus et al., 1982) in the cognitive tradition, or as
constructed achievements (West & Zimmerman, 1987), in the interactionist
tradition.

Therefore, gender identities, in the sense of organizing a sense of self around the
perception one is female or male, and internalizing prescriptions and proscriptions
of behaviours deemed culturally appropriate to these self-perceptions, are thought
to be learned through early socialization and enacted and reinforced throughout the
lifespan. The term gender in this study composes the gender ideologies, gender
expectations, gendered behaviours, and gender roles that vary among societies. It is
both socially constructed and reinvented through time and space (Boyd & Grieco,
2003).

In this chapter, I will examine how assumptions about gender roles learned by Thai
female migrants in Thailand are called into question upon arrival in Hong Kong
along with their journey of transnational migration. As Prieto (1992, p. 186) notes,
“When socially constructed ideas about gender confront a totally different
environment (as happens with migration), migrant men and women may resist,
change, or adapt their old beliefs to the new situation.” In this study, I explore the
identity negotiation of Thai female migrants in Hong Kong as they are placed in
new socio-economic and socio-cultural environments, facing multiple social roles;
what challenges and strategies they have to face, and consequences of these
challenges and strategies for their identity negotiation.

98

Many Thai female migrants experience and witness significant changes in their
lives in Hong Kong. These changes affect their identity as a Thai woman in Hong
Kong and lead them into the process of identity negotiation. Through their narrative
of their own life experiences, firstly, I explore the socio-cultural structure of gender
in Thai society, exploring their gender role and gender expectation in Thailand.
Then I discuss how their gender role and gender expectations shaped by the sociocultural context in Hong Kong and how they reinvent their womanhood after
identity negotiation in Hong Kong.

6.2 Socio-cultural Structure of Gender in Thai Society
Many researchers have studied gender equality in the context of developing
countries. According to Klasen (2000), gender inequality has negative impacts on
a country’s development due to the disadvantages it creates in education and
employment. As in other countries, gender equality issues have been of concern
among Thai scholars and the government has also introduced policies to promote
gender equality in Thailand.

Historically speaking, Thailand is famous for its gender inequality and gender
discrimination; men playing a dominant role in Thailand, while women are lower
status than men. These inequalities and discriminations are not only prevalent in
politics, but also in the workplace and home. Thailand is also well-known for its
high rate of human trafficking, mostly for sex workers and mail-order brides
(Romanow, 2012). Policies and programs related to women have emerged
predominantly since 1972, prompted by the issue of Women’s Development which
was added for the first time in the National Economic and Social Development Plan
No. 3 (1972-1976). Resultant from that, the Long-term Plan of Women’s
Development (1982-1991) was created. The promotion of women’s status in
Thailand occurred at the same time as the United Nations declared 1975 the
International Year of Women. Moreover, 1976-1985 was the decade when the
campaign for equality, development, and peace throughout the world recognized
the importance of the role of women and the involvement of women in each
country’s development. Thailand has since developed both the short-term and the
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long-term development plans for women’s issues to achieve gender equality (Office
of Women’s Affairs and Family Development, 2007). For the first time, women
were given same and equal rights as men in the 1997 Constitution, which was
reconfirmed by the institution in the 2007 Constitution; however, the stereotypes
and prejudice against women are still widespread. As of 2010, women represented
only 13.3% of seats in Thailand’s national parliament (Romanow, 2012).

Theories of gender mostly emerged from USA, UK and Europe and debates have
emerged around whether or not they apply to the phenomenon of gender relations
in other countries including Eastern and Southern countries. In Raewyn Connell’s
work “Gender and Social Justice: Southern Perspectives”, she argues that “A rethinking of gender – beyond the currently influential northern perspectives – is
required which will involve a rethinking of the historicity of gender, a
reconsideration of embodiment, and a recognition of world-level gender dynamic”
(Connell, 2011, p. 103). Similarly, most comparative feminist analyses of social
policies focus on rich democracies and contain normative assumptions about gender
norms. As a result, existing Western gender relations theories do not completely fit
the Thai context regarding gender inequality. Some critical issues specific to
Thailand are outlined here.

Firstly, Thailand has a mix of welfare state and welfare society. This means that
support provided by markets, NGOs and families is still very important and plays a
much more vital role in providing social support to individuals than is the case in
Nordic countries and Western European countries, where welfare support provided
by the state is more developed. In Thailand, public expenditures on social welfare
are very low on a world scale (Gough, 2004).

Secondly, in Thailand, the relationship between women and the labor market is
significantly different from Western countries. In Thailand, women have
traditionally been positioned as breadwinners as in Lewis and Hobson’s (1997)
breadwinner model. According to Vichit-Vadakan (1994), women have been
visible in most spheres of Thai life including in the markets as vendors and buyers;
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in factories as unskilled or semi-skilled workers; in offices as clerks, secretaries and
typists; and in the professions. In particular, in the last few decades, the Thai
economic growth has been based largely on the participation and exploitation of
women producing most of the industrial value (Picavet, 2005). Overall, all adult
women tend to be employed rather than unemployed. According to the report from
National Statistical Office (2007), the proportion of women’s unemployment was
lower than men’s (1.1% and 1.3% respectively). In addition, the highest gap
between men and women’s unemployment rate was in Bangkok (National
Statistical Office, 2015).

Thirdly, the presumption that monogamous, heterosexual couples are the
foundation of family life is not applicable in Thailand. Although the introduction of
a constitutional monarchy in 1932 also led to the abolition of polygamy in Thailand
through the requirement of marriage registration, there is no real sanction against
bigamy,

and

polygamy

is

widely

practiced

among

upper-class

men

(Tantiwiramanond 200, pp. 197-198).

Last but not least, the religious context in Thailand is different from Western
countries and the core religion, Buddhism, influences attitudes to family life,
including abortion and gender roles/gender experiences. Although it lacks data on
race and ethnicity, a preliminary report of population and housing census in 2010
shows that most Thai residents are Thai (95.9%) and Buddhist (93.4%) (National
Statistical Office, 2011). Buddhist principles influencing Thai norms are therefore
necessary to be concerned and integrated into gender social policy analysis. In
Thailand, abortion is considered to be a life-destroying act that constitutes a serious
Buddhist “bap” (sin/demerit), with many rural women choosing to continue with
an unplanned pregnancy because of “fear of bap” (Whittaker, 2002, p. 46). Recently,
Kumar, Hessini, and Mitchell (2009) introduced the term “abortion stigma” in
Thailand. It is defined as “a negative attribute (e.g., promiscuous, sinful, selfish,
dirty, irresponsible) ascribed to women who seek to terminate a pregnancy that
marks them, internally or externally, as inferior to ideals of womanhood” (pp. 634635). In addition, they identified relationships between the social and political
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processes which include the social expectation of motherhood and the opposition
to both Buddhist principle and law, and stigmatization (Kumar et al., 2009).

These dimensions of socio-cultural structure of gender in Thai contexts provide an
essential backdrop to the study of the role and status of women in Thailand in
general. However, it is important to understand that the Thai female migrants
participating in this study are from urban Thailand with the middle-upper-class
family background. As I believe the situation faced by them may be different from
others, findings may not be generalized to the wider population of Thai female
migrants in Hong Kong. In so saying, the following analysis section will illustrate
the “fate of women” in their own words to understand their roles and status as
women.

6.3 Roles and Status of Women in Thailand
As mentioned earlier, Buddhism has a profound influence on Thai society and plays
an important role in Thailand’s politics, economy and culture. As Theravada
Buddhism has a great influence and impact on the traditional Thai culture and Thai
society, women are considered inferior to men, women should remain ignorant and
obedient in Thailand. The major role of women in Thailand, considered to be the
private property of men, is to please and serve their husbands (Thaweesit, 2007).
After the establishment of the National Commission of Women’s Affairs (NCWA)
in 1989, Thai government began work on protecting women’s rights and promoting
the gender equality. Women were finally granted equal opportunities for work,
training, and promotion in Thailand. Although there is progress in gender equality
in Thailand, the gap is still very large between rural and urban Thailand, as well as
compared to other countries.

Social attitude surveys on the prevailing double standard in sexual relations and
gender equality were conducted throughout Thailand by Wasikasin and
Haemaprasith (1996) and Wasikasin (2002). It was found that gender inequality had
been initiated in the family through a double standard in child rearing, boys were
expected to practice as a monk temporarily and earn merit for their parents, girls
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were supposed to serve their parents for their entire life. In Thai society, gender
relations in the family are interconnected with the Theravada Buddhist belief of
women as the mother-nurturer resulting in their exclusion from monastic roles
(Kirsch, 1985).
In addition, Kirsch (1975, p. 176) focuses on a striking fact – “Thus the Thai pattern
of occupational specialization follows a sexual division of labor, women
specializing in ‘economic-type’ activities, men specializing in bureaucratic or
‘political-type’ activities.” One of the other significant facts is only males can
become monks, only males can assume the roles in which the teachings of the
Buddha are both practiced and perpetuated. The distinctive sexual division of labor
in Thailand which Kirsch believes he has discovered can be traced. In the structural
distinction between woman and man, is the corollary that “women are deemed to
be more firmly rooted in their worldly attachments than are men; men are thought
to be more ready to give up such attachments” (Kirsch 1975, p. 185). In terms of
the Buddhist soteriological path as it is perceived in Thailand, women are less
advanced, and thus necessarily have less merit as a group.

Nowadays, the Thai government is committed to promoting gender equality,
launched the Women Development Plan and National Economic and Social
Development Plan. Girls are offered more opportunity to gain more education, but
in some areas, particularly in rural areas, parents still believe that girls should get
married after adulthood, women should serve and take care of their husbands,
households, and education is not necessary for everyone. At the same time, the
traditional Thai family values still deeply affect family education and the way of
raising children. In many rural families, women are taught to be selfless, nurturing,
devoted to their families and husbands; and women have to consult with their father
and husband before making their own decisions.

However, many of my informants shared that this traditional socio-cultural
structure of gender ideology is somehow wrong and cannot represent the situation
in urban cities such as Bangkok, Chiang Mai, and Phuket; also, it is not common in
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middle to upper-class families. As illustrated by Wasu, who is a third generation
Thai-Chinese from Bangkok, she did not feel any gender inequality and
discrimination of her growing up experiences as a daughter, but she also admitted
such bias and discrimination might be caused by Chinese tradition and culture.

I don’t feel any different as a daughter in my family when compare to my
elder and young brother. My parents send all of us to school and support
our higher education as we want and as we can. My elder brother got this
master degree in the US, and I got my master degree in the UK, I don’t think
my parents have favored sons… Maybe this is just my personal experience,
and I can only say this may only happen in urban cities like Bangkok and
Chiang Mai, or in the middle-class family when the financial is not a burden
for them, I don’t know about in the rural area, in remote area…But as we
are Thai Chinese family, I still think gender inequality somehow existed,
such as my dad manages the whole family and my mom needs to consult with
him before making decisions (Wasu, 38 years, Banking).
From an intersectional perspective, it can be seen that in the urban area and middleclass family, parents attach great importance to their children’s education.
Regardless of their gender, as long as they want to study and can learn well, parents
will support them if there is no financial burden on the family. However, gender
equality may only be achieved in the urban area and middle-upper-class family,
because of the good financial condition and parents’ education background and may
be different in rural, less influentially economic areas.

On the other hand, because of the ethnic diversity in Thailand and the Chinese
culture in Thai Chinese communities, many Thai Chinese families still practice the
traditional Chinese culture which is deeply influenced by Confucianism, such as
men should be the head of the family and make the important decisions for family
members; women still follow and support their husbands, the major role of women
is to please their husbands and to bear children. These traditional Chinese cultures,
to a certain extent, affect gender equality in Thai Chinese family in Thailand.
However, on the other hand, these Thai females who marry local Hong Kong
Chinese husbands can well practice these traditional cultures and values in front of
their parents-in-law and this may help them better adjust their family lives in Hong
Kong, to meet the expected standard of “a good wife” and “a good daughter-in104

law”.
As a Thai Chinese, Amporn’s ancestral home is Teochew (Chaozhou). She shared
with me her story of “being a Thai Chinese” and “being a woman”, and told me
there its relationship with the gender role and expectation of woman,

Sometimes it is difficult to distinguish whether this gender inequality or just
the virtues of Thai Chinese woman because our culture is different from the
West, I think we cannot always use Western thinking to look at our culture.
My grandparents and parents always tell me how to be a good daughter, be
a good wife. That helps me a lot, I have a good relationship with my parentsin-law in Hong Kong, and we don’t have cultural conflicts, they always tell
others that I am a good and filial daughter and even more tradition than
some other Hong Kong local women (Amporn, 36 years, Clerk).
Namsai also shared with me that her parents always taught her it is important for
girls to be brave and independent whenever and wherever. Since then, she began to
learn a lot of skills and knowledges which she thought are very necessary and
important to enrich her and equip herself well. In this way, she can live well for
herself,
My parents taught me to be a brave girl; you can pursue everything you
wanted from your hard work when I was young. And teachers in my schools
also told me to seek the knowledge, no matter how hard it is. My sister taught
me how to be an independent people because she taught me how to take care
of yourself...And I grew up with these thoughts and values (Namsai, 45 years,
Media).
Obviously, it is proper to apply the traditional views on gender inequality and
discrimination in Thai context to explain the situation in the urban area and middleclass families. As mentioned earlier, socioeconomic background and religion are
the main factors which impact the gender structure in Thailand. However, for the
respondents in this research who were born into urban middle-class families,
educated in international schools which did not follow the formal Thai education
curriculum and finished their higher degree overseas, we cannot just apply the
traditional stereotype of Thai gender structure to them. We must understand them
from an intersectional approach, how their family and school education, their life
experiences which have led them into the different life paths of other Thai women
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have made them aware of the seriousness of gender inequality in Thailand and
question such inequalities in their life. However, at the same time, they don’t deny
that economic background and education factors have a close relation with gender
equalities, and gender discrimination in Thai rural areas is still a very critical issue.
As Jun shared her own view on gender inequality as a Thai woman growing up in
urban Bangkok,

Many people said Thailand is well-known for its gender discrimination and
abuse of women, but I don’t agree. I think family education and growth
environment are very important, if you come from a wealthy and middleupper class family, your parents, your relatives are all well-educated, I don’t
think that discrimination will happen. Of course, we cannot deny that
discrimination still exists in rural areas and the low-income families. When
the family can only afford one child go to school, they will choose the son
instead of the daughter; gender inequality has a lot to do with family
economic conditions (Jun, 30 years, Clerk).
Similarly, Rangsima believes that the family religious beliefs and school curriculum
are also related to gender status for the individual.

Perhaps the situation like me is not common; I come from a Christian family,
we don't go to Buddhist temples, learn Buddhism and practice it. We think
the content of gender inequality in Buddhism is wrong and absurd… All my
family members studied in the private Christian background primary school,
middle school and high school but not the government school. I still
remember the school teacher always told us everyone is born equal, and I
think the monk in Buddhist schools won't teach like that, but they will guide
you how to face your fate and karma (Rangsima, 37 years, Finance).

Over the past few decades, Thailand has been undergoing various socio-economic
and socio-political changes and transformations. Previously, Thailand was known
for the unequal treatment between men and women in both national policies and
social practices. In the Constitution which was written in 1997, women were first
time granted the equal rights with men. Like many of the Thai female migrants in
this study, they have witnessed and experienced the socio-economic reform in
Thailand. The 1997 Constitution influenced their lives deeply, with many thinking
it was a milestone in Thailand’s development.
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I was 22 years old in 1997, I still remember at that time I studied accounting
at Chulalongkorn University, and I also became involved with various social
activism and joined the Thai volunteer service after graduation. It was a
transition point not only for Thailand but also for myself, from an accounting
student, I changed my interests to politics and social movements. And then I
got the Thai government scholarship to study my Ph.D. in the US. I think the
year 1997 created many opportunities for Thai society, especially for Thai
women (Pinkaew, 42 years, Academia).
In fact, the life experiences of Thai female migrants show that national institutions
can shape the expectations of gender roles and gender ideologies. The 1997 Thai
Constitution was widely considered a milestone in Thai democratic constitutional
reform because it was the first Constitution to be drafted by a popularly-elected
Constitutional Drafting Assembly; hence it was popularly called as the “People’s
Constitution”. Many human rights were clearly acknowledged in this Constitution,
and measures were established to achieve the social equality.

As the young female student in urban Thailand, many other participants in my
research like Pinkaew were challenging traditional gender norms in Thai society at
that time. Information is scarce on feminist movements and women participation in
the political movement in Thailand before 1997, but after the 1997 Constitution was
launched, more and more educated women in urban Thailand became interested and
involved in socio-political transformation in Thailand. Since that time, many Thai
women are empowered to be active in environment and social movements.

Oradi told me her personal opinion and experience on past and present political
participation by Thai women,

In the past, Thai people believe that men should be the leaders in family and
workplace. But now, it has changed, even within the traditional ThaiChinese family. We don’t treat the women or the wife as the secondary
member of the family. And there is a big chance you can see in the sense that
both in governmental and the private sector, many women got the senior
positions and became the leaders. Even the former PM Yingluck, she is
women, she is Thai Chinese, she still can become the 1st female PM in
Thailand. I think when comparing to Japan and Korea. I think the gender
gap in Thailand is much better in this way (Oradi, 32 years, Consultant).
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According to the above discussion, we can find that gender inequality in Thai
society always existed. Although this situation is constantly improving now, Thai
nation-Buddhism-monarchy trinity somehow profoundly obstructs the gender
equality movement in Thailand. It is undeniable there is still a big gap between rural
and urban, between rich and poor. Although the respondents in this research said
they did not feel that gender discrimination deeply occurred in their own lives, this
assumption comes after comparison with rural women in Thailand only. However,
to some extent, I believe their life experiences in Thailand affect their gender role
expectations and identity as a woman. After moving to Hong Kong as Thai female
migrants, their gender role expectations and gender identity are also determined by
the socio-cultural and socio-economy factors in Hong Kong, and these different
factors in the new Hong Kong context may affect their gender roles and gender
identity negotiation and lead them to reinvent their womanhood in Hong Kong.

6.4 Negotiating Gender Roles in Hong Kong Context
Transnational migration is likely to bring a variety of changes to women’s lives,
especially as regards their experience of family and social life. After moving from
Thailand to Hong Kong, many Thai female migrants experienced the socioeconomic and socio-cultural shock in Hong Kong, and they found the autonomy
and freedom of women conferred by the Hong Kong government and society to be
hugely difference from Thailand. They realized that the meaning of “being a woman”
is different in Hong Kong society when compared to Thailand and this kind of
differences and shocks in Hong Kong context lead them into a process of
negotiating their gender role and reinvent their womanhood.

My respondents found there are various challenges and strategies they must face
when reinventing their womanhood in Hong Kong. On the one hand, because the
socio-economic and socio-cultural situations in Hong Kong are different from
Thailand; on the other hand, from a daughter in Thailand to becoming a woman
with multiple roles – labour in Hong Kong society, wife, mother and daughter-inlaw in Hong Kong family. Will Thai female migrants participate differently in the
economic and gender roles in Hong Kong labor market? Will they expect to be a
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good wife to their husband and a daughter to their parents-in-law? Will their
interaction with the new socio-cultural environment affect their gender role
expectations and gender identity? How do they perceive themselves as women now
and how do they reinvent their womanhood? These questions are addressed in this
section.

6.4.1 Intersectional Experiences in Hong Kong Labor Market
Thailand has had both a high women’s workforce participation and a history of
migration from the historical perspective. It is common for Thais to engage in
migration, seeking specialized skills, better land or enhanced household resources
(Seri & Hewison, 2001). Along with the recent socio and economic development,
many Thai people have shown a strong interest in working overseas. Even though
transnational migration was not historically common, many Thai Chinese regularly
moved between Thailand and Hong Kong, China, Malaysia and Singapore for
education, business and work. Economic and cultural links between Thailand and
Hong Kong are long-standing. Hong Kong was a centre for labor imports from
Thailand, and many Thai Chinese people have the connection with Hong Kong. In
terms of family relations, many Thai Chinese came from Canton (Guangzhou),
Teochew (Chaozhou and Shantou) or Hainan and have relatives there and Hong
Kong; in terms of politics, Hong Kong was an important place for Thai Chinese to
contact with China in the early years. These socio-cultural and socio-economic links
developed into the business and cultural ties between Thailand and Hong Kong, and
it has become the historical background for Thais to move to Hong Kong.

We should understand the life experience of Thai female migrants as an outcome
of interlinked social divisions and a variety of overlapping power structures. In my
opinion, the experience of Thai female migrants in Hong Kong labor market is the
obvious example to explain how intersectionality works as a social process and how
the Hong Kong local context shapes Thai female migrants’ roles and positions. It is
crucial for us to understand the intersectionality in social and structural processes,
which has an important impact on Thai female migrants’ inclusion and exclusion in
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Hong Kong society, enabling us to understand how do they perceive their identity
as women in Hong Kong.

According to the report released by the Royal Thai Consulate in Hong Kong and
the 2016 report from Census and Statistics Department, Hong Kong, the majority
(75.8%) of the working ethnic minorities were engaged in “Elementary
Occupations”, which was notably more than that for the whole working population
(19.5%). This was mainly due to that many of the working ethnic minorities were
foreign domestic helpers. On the other hand, about 27% and 33.7% of ethnic
minorities other than foreign domestic helpers were “Managers and Administrators”
and “Professionals/Associate Professionals” respectively. This data coincides with
Hewison’s (2004, p. 325) findings that “a majority of female migrants in Hong
Kong have ended up in the most monotonous, the heaviest and intellectually most
impoverished jobs.” Female migrants do not have many occupation choices.
Although many are highly skilled with education qualifications from their home
countries, they still tend to get stuck in jobs which mismatch their qualifications;
therefore, they are less likely to gain upward mobility in the labor market in the host
country.

Given the background of my respondents and understanding them from an
intersectional perspective, although their migration to Hong Kong was mainly due
to transnational marriage, as a highly skilled and well-educated migrant, working
as a full-time career woman in the Hong Kong labor market is one of their social
roles as well. According to 2016 Population Census Report (Census and Statistics
Department, 2017), 32.5% of the Thai female migrants work as “Quality Migrant”
in Hong Kong; these positions including managerial and administrative
professionals; clerical support and sales workers; while over 90% of the female
working Indonesians and Filipinos were engaged in “Elementary Occupations” as
most of them are domestic workers in Hong Kong. In this case, such a significant
difference requests us to pay attention to understand Thai female migrants in this
specific demographic group.
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The concepts of “gender division of labor” is important for us to understand why
many female migrants are concentrated in a certain sector in labor market. The
gender division of labor refers to the allocation of different jobs or types of work to
women and men. In feminist economics, the institutional rules, norms, and practices
that govern the allocation of tasks between women and men and girls and boys also
constitute the gender division of labor, which is seen as variable over time and space
and constantly under negotiation (Mediterranean Institute of Gender Studies, 2009).
The gender division of labor is a central feature of gender inequality, both in its
economic aspects and in the social construction of gender identities (Huber, 1991;
Lorber, 2005). As Chafetz wrote, “undergirding all systems of gender stratification
is a gender-based division of labor, by which women are chiefly responsible for
different tasks than are men” (1991, p. 77). Even nowadays, where women are more
participating in paid labor, in many countries, women are still supposed to be placed
in specific work which is considered as belonging to women, especially in the
service industry, such as housekeeping and health-caring.

Gender is a basic principle of social organization, almost always involving unequal
economic and social power in which men dominate. Gender is socially constructed
and diverse, and varies historically and cross-culturally, and gender roles vary
widely across different cultural contexts. Race is also socially and politically
constructed and always involves inequalities of power and material resources
resulting from and constituting relations of domination, exclusion, and exploitation
(Acker, 2006, p. 6). The gender division in labor market persists with dominating
gender discourse in general. Many “domestic” tasks in the public workforce were
still assigned to women because of their gender role without consideration of their
education background, personnel qualification and working experiences. For many
of the female migrants from the less developing countries, their job choices in the
host country are reduced; they usually can only get jobs which are not attractive to
the locals with lower pay and poor working conditions. Gender role plays a much
more substantial impact in labor market, not only for Hong Kong local women, but
even has a more significant effect on female migrants from less developing
countries because of both their gender and race.
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As a scholar, Pinkaew shared with me something which seems to be “fair” but not
fair indeed in her workplace based on the “gender division”,

When I was in Thai university, there was no any woman at senior
administration level in school, because Thai public always thought that
women are very careful, so women should work for certain positions, but
men are good at decision-making, so they can lead the whole team…After I
moved to Hong Kong, this situation has changed, maybe because everyone
is well educated in my workplace and they know what is gender equality.
But in general, I still found gender means a lot in Hong Kong, the public
always stereotypically thinking on what woman should work as and work
for…In Hong Kong labor market, if you are a migrant from a less developing
country and you are a woman as well, you will face a lot unfair compare to
other. (Pinkaew, 42 years, Academia).
Before moving to Hong Kong ten years ago, Pinjai obtained postgraduate degrees
in Business Administration and lived in the USA for five years where she met her
husband. At first, despite her ability and education background, she still could not
find a suitable job which matched her qualifications. She had to take language
courses and pass several qualification exams before finally securing a job as an
institutional investor in an international company. She told me she felt very
uncomfortable and under high pressure when she came to Hong Kong, though she
believes the primary and the most serious discrimination at the workplace in Hong
Kong is racial discrimination rather than gender discrimination.
I thought that Hong Kong is an international metropolis, as the call itself
Asia’s world city. But it is not true; even I got my MBA in the US, it is still
not easy for me to get a job at the beginning just because I cannot speak
good Cantonese. I know some white people whose background is not as good
as me, who also can’t speak Cantonese but still can get a good job, just
because they are white people… And one thing I still remembered until now
is during the job interview; they even will ask your marital status and
pregnancy plan (Pinjai, 35 years, Finance).
Namsai’s experience is similar to Pinjai’s. Though working in a large media
corporation in Thailand after gaining her master’s degree in journalism, she could
not find a suitable job for the first two years after she came to Hong Kong.

I got my master degree from Thammasat University, which is top three
universities in Thailand and worked for Thai PBS (Thai Public Broadcasting
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Service) for five years...I still remember when I attended the job interview, I
felt people there underestimate me because I am Thai... I think the reason I
got this job because no one is good at covering Thai news but me, or maybe
no one else willing to do it... I also found that white people seem to have the
privilege in my company, they were promoted quickly, and many local
colleagues are also very good and friendly to them than us (Namsai, 45 years,
Media).
Pianpchong also expressed her concern about the instability future in the labor
market. She shared her story with me and told me why she changed her Thai name
to a Chinese name in Hong Kong, and the reason why her husband and she choose
to use Chinese name for their two sons.

My husband told me that when you are seeking the jobs in Hong Kong, some
local company don’t like the foreigners and they will treat you as others,
which means lower class people. He suggested me to change into a Chinese
name. I also feel a little bit nervous after I heard a lot of these cases from
my Thai friends…I am worried about my career here. I’m a Thai but whether
I can get promote just like the locals and Westerners? After my two sons
were born, we decided to use Chinese name for them, and we feel it is much
more convenient (Pianpchong, 58 years, Self-employed).
In addition to the gender and racial discrimination, another main problem faced by
Thai female migrants in Hong Kong labor market is the language barrier. From an
intersectional perspective, their gender, ethnicity and language ability contribute to
their difficulties and disadvantages when looking for the job in Hong Kong. In
particular, the majority of Thai female migrants shared with me the language barrier
is a disadvantage for them to find a job, and many of them had to deal with language
problems.

I always think why do I have to know Cantonese? I have learned a lot, I
know English, Thai and I worked before I came to Hong Kong. I have a
university degree and I have working experience, I should have more good
chances with my qualification, but I didn’t…The most important problem I
have to face is the language problem…I have to learn Cantonese, it is very
important and necessary, not only for my career development, but also can
expand my social network, let me better adapt to Hong Kong's workplace
environment (Oradi, 32 years, Consultant).
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Conversely, Rangsima shared that to some extent, language barrier also can protect
her from the office politics as a foreigner. Her lack of Cantonese language
proficiency is a symbol of the foreignness of her; it is a way for her to escape office
politics and these so-called Chinese-ness social and cultural dilemmas.
Our (with colleague) relationship is great I think. Maybe because I can't understand
Cantonese well, so I can’t always join their discussion and their networking, and also
because of this, they won’t bring some conflict to me since they think I am a foreigner.
There is something unlucky because of the language barrier, I cannot be a close
friend to them, but on the other hand, it helps me avoid a lot conflict and troubles due
to Chinese people's relation matter, and help me survive in my workplace (Rangsima,
37 years, Finance).
According to Squires (2009), the workplace discrimination can take many forms.
Generally, it happens when an employee is treated unfairly because of his/her race,
gender, nationality, religion, age, disability, or familial status (pregnancy,
specifically). Workplace discrimination also has a different situation in different
countries. Because of the significant influence of Buddhism in politics, economy,
and society in Thailand, gender inequality and gender discrimination are the main
workplace discriminations in Thailand. However, in Hong Kong, many Thai female
migrants feel that the most serious discrimination and inequality against them is not
gender related but because of their race and where they come from.

Hewison (2004, p. 327) mentioned that one of the main obstacles for migrants from
the developing country to find a qualification matched job in Hong Kong is that
many companies are more willing to hire people from local or developed countries.
Ethnicity plays a significant role in the workplace and affects both the employers
and employees. These different ethnic markers, such as names, colors, languages
create “the other”. Hewison also noted that many foreign wives from lower
developing countries (for example, Southeast Asia and mainland China) gave up
their original name and changed into Hong Kong names to increase the chance
finding a job in Hong Kong labor market and integrate into Hong Kong society.

Although many Thai female migrants to Hong Kong feel they have been
marginalized based on gender, ethnicity and language barrier including some of the
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respondents in this study, they also told me the gender equality at the workplace in
Hong Kong is much better than Thailand and progressing. As a Thai female migrant,
they feel they can fulfill and empower themselves as a woman in Hong Kong
because the freedom and autonomy given by government and society bring them
more opportunities for their career development and help them to reinvent their
womanhood in Hong Kong. Jun shared with me her experience on how her working
experience in Hong Kong has made her fulfilled and helped develop herself as a
woman.

I think local colleagues may have an advantage because they know the local
culture and local market well, but instead of that, I feel like nothing
abnormal, they have no other privileges, and I think in Hong Kong the most
important thing is your ability and your working performance…In Thai
company, “connection” is everything for your career, in Hong Kong, I have
to say “connection” sometimes works, but the most important thing is your
ability, Hong Kong is an egalitarian society compared to Thailand, the more
you pay, the more you can earn…Working in Hong Kong makes me feel
fulfilled and hopeful… The fair social and workplace environment will give
me more opportunities to develop myself and become a better woman (Jun,
30 years, Clerk).
Before their migration, many Thai female migrants worked full time Thai
companies, where women are supposed to support the male employees in secretarial
or assistant positions. In Thailand, the main target of company’s career
development and leadership training are male rather than female employees
(Nakavachara, 2010). After moving to Hong Kong and working in the Hong Kong
labor market, many Thai female migrants reported that they have extended
participation in the career development and leadership training. Not only because
of the company’s requirements and the opportunities offered by their companies
and Hong Kong government, but also the career experience in Hong Kong labor
market made them feel that self-development and self-empowerment are very
important enabling them to be a competent and competitive woman.

Noo and many other Thai women joined a self-development workshop for women,
organized by the community organization in her residential district. Noo was happy
to share her own experience on participation in this workshop,
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I am a self-employed, I have my own business and restaurant…I never
thought that I would join the self-development program to improve and
empower myself...I found there were many women in this program…The
staffs gave us some lectures and training on management and business skills.
I was not very confident at the beginning… I did not know what to say and
shared with others…after finish the first two workshops; I feel what I’ve
learned made me more confident and fulfilled, what I've learned not only
can help my business but also can make me stronger and better...The
community organization and the development program gave me
opportunities to improve myself (Noo, 62 years, Self-employed).
Noo found the self-development program participation expanded her horizons and
enriched her life value as a Thai female migrant.

Another respondent, Thapin, was very impressed by the equal opportunities and fair
environment in her workplace. She shared with me, from her own experience and
observation, she found women could enjoy the work opportunities and leadership
training in her workplace and women could have the same status and benefits as
men in Hong Kong.

When compared to Thailand, I really can find the gender equality in Hong
Kong. There are many female leaders in higher positions, not only in the
public sector but also in private industry…Because women know how to
defend their rights, and there is Equal Opportunities Commission in Hong
Kong which responsible for implementing the sex discrimination
ordinance… I am always participating the female leadership development
programs which organized by my company; these development programs
helped me achieve self-worth (Thapin, 48 years, Government).
Oishi’s study (2005) showed that migration had some positive effects on women.
From the cases above, we can see migration has had positive effects for some Thai
female migrants in Hong Kong. Many Thai women agreed that they had
experienced positive changes such as increased self-confidence and skill-set, even
though some of them have been exploited and/or harassed at the same time. At the
collective and structural level, the transformation of an “I cannot” fatalist sentiment
to a “we can” spirit can be observed. Women can both resist discrimination and
stigma in the host society in a subtle way (Parrenas, 2001) and they will engage in
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strategic identity negotiations as a woman which help them reconstruct and reinvent
their womanhood in the host society (Orloff, 1993).
Bungon told me that she was experiencing the “self-improvement” in Hong Kong;
the new social-cultural environment in Hong Kong bringing her more opportunities.
In order to improve herself, she decided to take evening tutorial classes to learn
Mandarin Chinese and hoped to have improvement and progress in her work.

As you know, I am the founder of Thai Regional Alliance in Hong Kong, and
our organization is work for enhancing the community spirit and promoted
friendship, to protect and promote the rights and welfare of migrants...Not
only just help the others, but I think self-development is very important too,
as a woman if you want to change your life, what you need to do are work
hard and study hard, everything will pay back. Women can work hard and
be successful (Bungon, 50 years, Self-employed/NGO).
According to the above discussion, we can find social position and status of Thai
female migrants in Hong Kong labor market are shaped by intersecting categories
such as gender, class, race, and education. As Yuval-Davis (2006b) claims, there
are some social categories which are more important than others in certain contexts,
which affect most of the people’s lives in society. Although Thai female migrants’
life experiences are the result of a variety of social divisions, I decide to focus the
analysis on the intersection of gender and ethnicity.

Based on these intersect social categories, we can observe there are many
challenges and strategies faced by Thai female migrants in the Hong Kong labour
market. Within this market, the employment experiences of Thai female migrants
enable us to understand their daily-life strategies and perception as a female migrant.
From the stories shared by Thai female migrants, we can see although they felt that
there are some inequalities in their workplace, this situation is much better than
Thailand. They all felt confident about the potential for empowering themselves
and changing their fate as a woman in Hong Kong, reflecting a shift in their gender
ideology, helping them reinvent their womanhood.
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6.4.2 Clash and Negotiation in Hong Kong Family
As a Thai woman in a Hong Kong family, the given triple roles – wife, mother, and
daughter-in-law cause them to rethink and reinvent their womanhood to adjust their
family life in Hong Kong. How to be a good wife? How to be a good daughter-inlaw? And how to be a good mother for their children are the conundrum they
continually face.

Before their migration to Hong Kong, most of my respondents were performing as
full-time workers in stable employment; some beginning immediately after they
finished their higher education. They were unlike other many married couples in
Thailand, where the husbands are the pillar of the family and the provider for the
family, while the wives remained in the home. For all of them, both the Thai wives
and Hong Kong husbands are involved in gainful employment to support the family,
and there is no significant difference in their income and occupation. Some of these
Thai female migrants still regarded themselves as supports and partners of their
husbands to support the family finance together.

I have worked in many different positions in Bangkok before, like the
manager of the hotel, the senior staff at a newspaper agency and the officer
at the embassy. After I moved to Hong Kong with my husband, I know I must
work hard to support our family with my husband if we want to have a better
life. I think husbands and wives must work together to build up and support
the family, and I saw this very common in Hong Kong (Oradi, 32 years,
Consultant).
In these transnational marriage families, both the husbands and wives work and
support the family’s finance. Domestic work like housekeeping and raising children
are not the responsibilities of the wives only, but their husbands are expected to
share some of the duties with them. Or like other middle-upper class families in
Hong Kong, domestic workers are taking the housework duties for them. For these
transnational marriage couples, the equal economic contribution from both
husbands and wives enable the wives to gain more power and rights in the family.

Usually, we do not cook at home because we all work outside in the office
for the whole day and there is no time for us to do so. In this case, we have
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a helper from the Philippine; she helps us with all the housework…But I
have to say, before I came to Hong Kong, I do not want to have a helper who
works and stays in my house, as my husband grew up in Hong Kong, he said
many Hong Kong locals’ children are growing up with their helpers…I also
found it is time-consuming for us to do housework, as long as we can afford
and share the expense of hire a helper, I am fine with this now. But I have to
say, family income has a great impact on family relationships, and your
family status as a wife also depends on your financial independence (Wasu,
38 years, Banking).
In these Thai-Hong Kong transnational marriage families, the Thai wives and Hong
Kong husband couples are working towards more egalitarian gender roles in the
family, with all respondents admitting that the equality between husband and wife
depends on family income and economic conditions.

Many people have a prejudice against transnational marriage family which
the wife from a less developing country but the husband from a developed
country... I think income equality is the most important thing to manage a
family well, you should not always think about who you can rely on and
depend on, but you have to support the family and make the contribution to
your family together with your husband... Your husband and family-in-law
will respect you if you are the contributor, but not just take advantage of
them (Pinjai, 35 years, Finance).
Malee also shared with me, how she empowered herself against stigma in her own
experience,

Many people think people may think women from Southeast Asia are moneyminded, they got married to a Hong Kong husband and came to Hong Kong
just because they want to rely on their husband and take the social benefits
in Hong Kong. Maybe it is right and true in some cases, but not all, not for
me… I have my own Thai restaurant and shop, I want to tell everyone I can
work hard, I can make money, and I can support my family… Discrimination
and prejudice are everywhere, but you have to know how to against them
(Malee, 65 years, Self-employed).
Many studies have shown that transnational marriage couples have a lower rate of
marital satisfaction than intra-national couples (Foeman & Nance, 2002). Crossborder marriage couples have to face many challenges due to the cultural
differences and each other’s personalities. Culture has a significant influence on
how people think, how they act, how they feel, how they speak and how they listen
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in different situations. To be able to create a successful romantic relationship,
spouses have to acknowledge their diverse cultural backgrounds as they will affect
the way they relate to the language and how they express themselves (Tomalin &
Hurn, 2013). Therefore, it is indispensable and helpful for the transnational couples
to face and deal with the multiculturalism, and create a common and shared
perspective to understand each other in their life. For cross-border marriage couples,
communication is a very important for them to understand each other and create a
harmonious family.

Namsai shared her story with me and explained why communication between
husband and wife is important, in particular for transnational marriage couple,

The problem is, at first, I cannot speak Cantonese, but luckily my husband
can speak English, so we have to communicate with each other in English.
Now as I have studied Cantonese, I can talk with my husband and his family
in Cantonese, so we have good communication and a good understanding of
each other, it helps me a lot (Namsai, 45 years, Media).
The language barrier is a problem which transnational couples must face. As the
respondents in this study are highly educated and skilled women, even they cannot
speak Cantonese well, English still helps them to communicate with others. Even
so, the transnational couple not only needs to find a common language which is
understandable for both husband and wife, but also, they to find comfortable and
effective ways to communicate without misunderstanding each other. Many
transnational marriage couples have conflicts and breakdown not only because of
their language barriers, but also their different understandings of communications
which caused by different cultures. Regarding the common communication topics,
different families have to face the different situation. Pinjai shared with me her
experience on how to communicate well to keep a good relationship with her
husband,

We will talk to each other during our dinner every evening; sometimes if we
have time at the weekend, we will have lunch together in the city. Mostly we
are talking about what happened in Hong Kong because this is our home,
and find the common topics and interests will help us keep the good
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relationship. I don’t think he will follow what happens in Thailand; I only
can talk about what happened in Thailand with my friends and colleagues,
that makes me feel lonely sometimes (Pinjai, 35 years, Finance).
These couples noted the importance of communication. They need openmindedness, respect for each other’s cultures, and find the common topics and
interests. It helps to bring them closer and to become more united as a couple and
family. The issues regarding differences in race or culture were irrelevant to them
as they felt they fell in love with the person and everything else was secondary.
They explained how it is a non-issue to be a transnational couple and it is not a
subject of discussion, as they feel just like other couples.
There are some common topics for us to talk about, as you know we meet
each other in our workplace, so we both share some interests in finance and
economy, such as the market in the US, the house price in Hong Kong, and
the interest rate and currency policy. Apart from work, as both of us share
the habit in playing tennis, sports, so we will talk about these habits too...
But my husband always talks politics a lot, I will listen to him, just because
I have to respect him as a wife, but I do not have so many emotions on these
topics like him...Maybe sometimes he will also feel what I talk to him is
boring and annoying, but as a couple, we have to learn to respect each other
and have an inclusive heart (Rangsima, 37 years, Finance).
It is also very important and necessary to all the transnational couples to take certain
aspects of different cultural backgrounds and values from both the husband and
wife sides to have a better understanding of each other in their relationships and
family lives. It helps them avoid the unnecessary conflicts caused by
miscommunications and misunderstanding. Bungon’s personal experience tells us
how important for transnational marriage couples to understand each other’s culture
and respect each other.

As my husband and his family love travel to Thailand, and they are interested
in our Thai culture. So, they ask me to teach them to speak Thai and share
some Thai culture with them. Now my husband and his family can speak
some Thai and always practice with me. He will also speak Thai when we
go back to Thailand visit my friend and family, just like I have to speak
Cantonese when I meet his family and friend here in Hong Kong. I feel so
happy about this, not only about they respect to my own culture and willing
to learn Thai, but also, to a certain extent, it helps us avoid some
unnecessary misunderstanding caused by language and cultural differences.
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I think it is very important for the couple like us to study each other’s
language and culture (Bungon, 50 years, Self-employed/NGO).
Marriages and romantic relationships are nowadays based on love and
companionship with individuals choosing their partner from their self-fulfilment
rather than cultural obligations. This has led to the acceptance and increase of
transnational couples (Riedmann & Schwartz, 2010). Today’s transnational couples
are a result of modernization as people are more able to knowingly make the
decisions that shape their lives, though culture still plays a significant role.

Thai women married to Hong Kong husbands and living in Hong Kong are actively
maintaining close relations and social ties with both Thailand and Hong Kong. In
doing so, they have created a transnational space that not only is regarded as social
support but helps them to find a suitable social position and role as a Thai woman
in Hong Kong. In so doing, they can find the right balance to be a good daughter in
their natal families in Thailand and a good wife, a good mother, and a good
daughter-in-law in their Hong Kong family.

Perhaps the wedding ceremony is the first formal occasions for the two families of
these transnational couples to meet each other. The wedding ceremony is the first
problem they need to face, not only about the style of the wedding ceremony which
closely relates to Thai wives’ emotion and identity, but also the size of the wedding
ceremony and who is included in the guest list will become the first impression they
leave on others. Pinjai talked about her wedding ceremony to show me how these
transnational marriages respect each other,

We held two wedding ceremonies, firstly in Bangkok, because we had lived
in Thailand for a long time, and most of his family members in Hong Kong
went to Thailand for our wedding. And later, we had another wedding
ceremony in Hong Kong which mainly invited his local friends, and all my
family member came to Hong Kong as well (Pinjai, 35 years, Finance).
It is very common for these transnational marriage couples to hold two wedding
ceremonies, the Chinese style in husband’s home and the Thai style in wife’s home.
However, what makes Thai female migrants feel uncomfortable and confused are
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the different values regarding family relations. All of the Thai females in this
research expressed their perplexity and dilemmas on how to deal with parents-inlaws and family relations in Hong Kong, such as the feeling that their parents-inlaws did not fully accept them, because of their ethnic backgrounds. As Chinese
parents are always in control of the children’s marriage decisions, and Chinese
family relations are complex, these different attitudes and values will somehow
affect their marriage and their family life in Hong Kong.

According to Thai social norms, married couples are not obligated to live with their
parents and most of Thai couples will form their own home after marriage. However,
after coming to Hong Kong, based on the realities in Hong Kong society, many of
the Thai female migrants have to live with their parents-in-law, keeping the good
relationship with all the family members and are expected to show filial obedience
and provide financial support to the family. Thapin told me the complex family
relationship she has to face,
I am not Chinese people, so I don’t need to keep a good relationship with all
my family members, even I don’t know some of them. Just like my husband
always ask me to join some of his relatives’ wedding, birthday celebration,
and family dinners, but I don’t know who are they and I never contacted
them before. I don’t like this kind of culture or tradition that you are forced
to have dinner with some people you even don’t know just because you are
in the big family... In Thailand, many people just need to visit their parents
every two or three months, but here in Hong Kong, it makes me feel a
headache (Thapin, 48 years, Government).
As discussed at the beginning of this Chapter, a significant transition of the
respondents in this research is that their family role has changed along with their
migration, from a daughter in Thailand, then became a Thai wife of Hong Kong
husband and later became mothers in Hong Kong. Of significance is their
experiences of negotiating the clash between Hong Kong and Thai socio-cultural
gender structure through pregnancy.

In general, brides are expected to have children after getting married and to fulfill
traditional gender obligations of a wife, mother, daughter-in-law and homemaker
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in the traditional Chinese family. However, with socio-economic development, the
concept of family is more flexible to the young couple, especially as the childrearing process could restrict a woman from potential employment opportunities.
Even so, as a daughter-in-law in a Hong Kong family, many Thai female migrants
have to negotiate this with their parents-in-law to meet their standard of “good
daughter-in-law” as Rangsima shared with me,
I don’t want to have children because the cost of raising a child is too
expensive in Hong Kong. If I work and have children at the same time, I will
have many problems later on. In Thailand, I have many friends who didn’t
get married and live alone or even got married but just live with their
husband without children. But my parents-in-law want children, and they
always mention this to me, I can feel they are not happy and sad, I don’t
want to be a “bad daughter-in-law” in their eyes, so I told them I would
have one child and only one. (Rangsima, 37 years, Finance)
As a mother of five children, Noo told me her thoughts on childbearing and
parenting,

Back to my time, get married to my husband means you have to get married
to his whole family. My parents-in-law love children, and they think their
daughter-in-law should have more children to maintain the size of the
family... In order to make them feel satisfied and feel I am a good daughterin-law, I decided to follow them and give birth to five children, but I also
told them they must help me to raise my children and educate my children
(Noo, 62 years, Self-employed).
Pinjai shared a different story how she negotiated with her parents-in-law about this
issue,

We don't have the plan to have children now, it is too costly for raising
children in Hong Kong, and we are not ready… My parents in Thailand
don’t care about it because they know it is my life but not their life…But my
parents-in-law, they hope we have children… I told my husband to negotiate
with them and told them we don’t have much time now… They cannot force
us, so they have to agree (Pinjai, 35 years, Finance).
The above narratives from Thai female migrants show their negotiation process
how they rationalize to make independent decisions on their body. Rangsima
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ignores the expected gender reproductive role of a woman and leaves it aside, while
the elder generation like Noo, listened and followed the will of her parents-in-law,
bearing children to meet their expectation as a good wife and “good daughter-inlaw” in her Hong Kong family. The young generation like Pinjai, has a strategic
negotiation through her husband, not only to persuade the parents-in-law to satisfy
them but also maintain her autonomy on pregnancy.

As discussed above, we can find that self-development and self-empowerment
gained from employment experiences in Hong Kong labor market are positive and
can benefit Thai female migrants to reinvent their womanhood. The skills and
knowledge learned from self-development and self-empowerment training lead
Thai female migrants to enjoy greater freedom and independence in their family
life, and these self-autonomies for women destabilize the traditional patriarchal
system, eliminating gender inequality in their family life. Therefore, their Thai
version of womanhood is contested by the notion of gender equality in Hong Kong
and their womanhood has been reinvented through their life experiences in Hong
Kong. From an intersectional perspective, on one hand, the Thai characters of
womanhood, such as being intelligent and talented, well-mannered, kind-hearted,
self-cultivated and virtuous have been carried forward to show their identity as a
good Thai wife, mother, and daughter-in-law. On the other hand, the Hong Kong
socio-cultural context shape their identity as a woman and reinvent their
womanhood from different perspectives resulting in Thai female migrants
becoming more independent, open-minded and making decisions for their own life
freely.

6.5 Conclusion
In accordance with Phinney’s (1996) ethnic identity theory, Connell’s (1987, 2002,
2009) gender identity theory and Chiou’s (2003) identity negotiation theory and
analyzing the data through Ho’s (2006) impact of migration experience on identity
model from an intersectional perspective, this study found that identity is
transgressive, double, and even plural, through the negotiation process between the
home and the host identity. Thai female migrants may not have a distinct identity
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but they have developed an in-between identity along with their migration. There
are as many factors that affect their identity as there are sources of identification.
These may include gender, ethnicity, class, language, religion and ideological
orientation (Nash, 2008).
As mentioned in the conceptual framework section, Ho’s (2006) impact of
migration experience on identity model (refer to figure 3 in Chapter Four) is helpful
in exploring Thai female migrants’ life experiences, their multiple social roles and
their identity negotiation process in Hong Kong. Reviewing and analyzing the data
through this model, enables one to gain an insight into their life experiences and to
answer my research question how does the new socio-cultural context in Hong
Kong shape Thai female migrants’ identities negotiation and affect them to reinvent
their womanhood. The model developed in this study has the ability to enhance
deep understanding of the migration experiences from the individual, family,
community and society perspectives on both the micro and the macro levels and the
impact on identity and womanhood of Thai female migrants.

As mentioned above, identity is unstable and fluid, shaped by dynamic and
overlapping power structures. Gender identities reflect the relative social location
of men and women in the society and cannot be reducible only to male-female
relations within families. These relations are embedded in a social context that
influences the outcomes of negotiations between men and women in families and
societies (Collins, 2000). Along with their journey of transnational migration, Thai
female migrants need to understand and reinterpret the expectations of their multi
social roles and role as women in the Hong Kong labor market and Hong Kong
family. The results of this study highlight the interaction of women’s experience in
labor market, family and society will shape their identity negotiation and affect their
womanhood. The fair and equal work environment in Hong Kong labor market
offers them opportunities to enrich and develop themselves into competent women.
Their life experiences as wives and daughters-in-law in Hong Kong family changed
the meaning of women for them. While maintaining the good characteristics of Thai
women, they also try to meet the expectations of women in Hong Kong. These
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findings enable us to understand the relationship between identity negotiation and
reinvented womanhood as experienced by Thai female migrants in Hong Kong.

127

CHAPTER SEVEN
CONCLUSION

This study aimed to explore identity negotiation of Thai female migrants in Hong
Kong through their journey of transnational migration by focusing on their life
experiences from individual, family, community and social perspectives. A
qualitative method with ethnographic approach was employed in this study; the
utilization of narratives to enable us to understand the life experience and identity
negotiation of Thai female migrants in Hong Kong. Two field sites were studied,
and fourteen Thai women were interviewed in this research. The findings revealed
how these Thai female migrants experienced the transnational migration journey
from Thailand to Hong Kong. I have demonstrated that along with identity
negotiation between the home country and the host country, Thai female migrants
develop an in-between identity. This in-between identity is experienced while they
perform multiple social roles in both the home country and the host country.
Categorized by gender, race/ethnicity and class, Thai female migrants follow
different paths to lead themselves into the in-between. In this concluding chapter, I
will introduce my main findings, discuss contributions to theory building and
implications for policy and practice; I will also discuss the limitations of this
research and provide the directions for future research.

7.1 Overview of the Research
Women are a key factor in migration studies. Especially in the age of globalization,
women are migrating, settling and living actively in different countries. Despite
their movements, women still keep the close relation and maintain ties with their
home countries. They bring their national, ethnic and cultural aspirations from their
home country; at the same time, they experience the new socio-economic and sociocultural environment in the host countries with the outcome that female migrants
start to negotiate their identities as they confront new sets of norms and values of
the host countries.
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As the identity of the migrant is fluid and variable, it may be shaped by many
different migration patterns, such as time, space and their life experiences. Migrants’
identity is not fixed on one boundary. Identity, therefore, is transgressive, double,
or even multiple. When migrants move to new countries, they face the new socioeconomic and socio-cultural environments in the host country which may be
different from their home country. The new socio-economic and socio-cultural
contexts in the host country shape their identity negotiation, as they deal with the
two different identities and develop an in-between identity. This process is called
identity negotiation. The relationship between identity and negotiation is not
exclusive and never complete, rather it is a lifelong process for transnational
migrants.

The main purpose of this study was to find out how identity is perceived by Thai
female migrants in Hong Kong through their journey of transnational migration,
and to understand how the socio-economic and socio-cultural contexts in Hong
Kong shape their identity negotiation and affect their womanhood. A qualitative
method was employed in this research. The conceptual framework, together with
the research design discussed in Chapter Four, provided the foundation and
direction for data collection and analysis. Adopting Aroche and Coello’s (1994)
suprasystem and Ho’s (2006) impact of migration experience on identity model
guided this study on identity negotiation of Thai female migrants in Hong Kong.
The conceptual framework and research design, with the data gained from my
participant observations and in-depth interviews, became an “apparatus of
recognition” which allow the respondents to share their life experiences from their
own perspective. In this case, the insights into the views and opinions of
respondents provided rich data that enable the researcher to achieve the aims and
purposes of the study (Rubin & Rubin, 1995).

Two main concepts, which are transnational migration and identity were explored
and discussed to gain an understanding of Thai female migrants’ in Hong Kong.
The findings revealed how these Thai female migrants experienced the
transnational migration to Hong Kong, perceive their identity in Hong Kong,
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negotiate their identity and reinvent their womanhood which is shaped by their new
sociocultural context in Hong Kong.

7.2 Understanding Identity Negotiation of Thai Female Migrants
As Hatziprokopiou (2003) observes, exclusion and integration of migrants in the
host society are dynamic processes, which may be contradictory but operate in
parallel. Transnational migrants entering the host country do not automatically
identify with the new place. Those groups who are exposed to negativity and
prejudices are most likely to internalize negative feelings about their ethnic identity.
Participants in this study engaged in various strategies and challenges of identity
negotiation which are related to their being mislabeled as domestic workers and sex
workers. It is important to determine what affects whether transnational migrants
see themselves as members of the host society or continue to identify primarily with
their home society from the intersectional perspective and with a multicultural
orientation. For the Thai female migrants themselves, crossing the ethnic boundary
is never an easy task. To facilitate integration, the experiences of participants in this
study point to the importance of creating the new in-between identities through
which migrants and locals can interact on equal status and enhance the multicultural
awareness of Hong Kong society.

This thesis firstly argues that the life experiences of Thai female migrants in Hong
Kong should be examined in relation to the process of transnational migration,
regarding their individual, family, community and social life experiences. To study
Thai female migrants’ transnational activities and identities, I conducted
ethnographic research at Wat Buddhadhamaram in Yuen Long, as well as worked
as a volunteer at Thai Regional Alliance in Hong Kong. The main purpose was to
understand the collective activities of Thai people in Hong Kong and the
implications of transnational social spaces of Thai community in Hong Kong.
Moreover, semi-structured in-depth interviews with fourteen Thai female migrants
who live in Hong Kong were the primary data collection methods in this study.
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Secondly, I argued that in order to understand the experiences and identities of Thai
female migrants in Hong Kong, we must analyze their socio-economic background,
their social status and social roles in an intersectional analysis approach. Previous
studies on Southeast Asian migrants in Hong Kong have not studied this specific
socio-demographic group. Due to the different social and economic backgrounds,
we should clear the boundaries between Thai female migrants and domestic
workers from Southeast Asia. Likewise, we should not generalize the cross-border
marriage migration between women from developing countries and men from
developed countries to elaborate transnational migration without paying attention
to the individual differences. Therefore, it is essential to develop a multicultural
orientation to enrich our worldview when studying a specific socio-demographic
group.

Thirdly, I argued that transnational migration and intersectional experiences also
relate to the issues of identity negotiation. The experiences of being marginalized
affect Thai female migrants’ emotional attachment and their sense of selfidentification in both home and host country. Many Thai female migrants keep the
close relation and maintain the strong ties to the home country through various ways,
such as participating in Thai and Buddhist festivals, promoting Thai culture in Hong
Kong and showing their loyalty to the Thai monarchy. In the case of Thai female
migrants, Buddhism is one of the essential components of “Thainess” and it is a
symbol for Thai people to articulate their identity; it has become the connection
between Thai female migrants and Thailand. As Thai Buddhism has a close relation
with Thai nation-state building and impacts their identity, to understand Thai female
migrants’ identity negotiation, it is necessary to comprehend the “nation-religionmonarchy” trinity, which is reinforced at both institution and individual level.

Although they have been living in Hong Kong for many years and become
permanent residents of Hong Kong, many Thai female migrants are still eager to
maintain their sense of belonging to the home country and identity as Thai. On one
hand, Thai Buddhist temples in Hong Kong have become a transnational space for
them to feel being “at home”. In terms of socio-cultural functions, Thai Buddhist
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temples create a cultural and religious space and serve as “spiritual sustenance
shelter” for Thai female migrants in Hong Kong, inspiring their emotional
attachment to Thailand and their “Thainess”. On the other hand, Thai Buddhist
temples construct of the “other” serves to maintain a physical and spatial boundary
where Thai people define their identity against the non-Buddhist.

Fourthly, I argued that the journey of transnational migration and the life
experiences in the host country is a process that makes Thai female migrants in
Hong Kong from the outsiders to in-betweens. After experiencing the new wave of
autonomy and freedom for women in the multicultural Hong Kong, Thai female
migrants start to empower themselves to challenge and rethink the gender
inequalities which existed in the Buddhist dominated Thailand. On one hand,
Buddhism is the symbol of their Thai identity and where their sense of belonging
belongs to. However, on the other hand, the socio-cultural context in Hong Kong
shake their Buddhist faith. After the process of self-reflection and self-negotiation,
Thai female migrants become more rational, and Buddhism becomes a “buffet” for
them, which they will rationally believe some and refuse the others.

Last but not the least, I argue that after Thai female migrants experience the
different social roles in the Hong Kong labor market and Hong Kong family, along
with their self-reflection and self-empowerment, their subtle ideological changes
set a way for them to negotiate their gender identity and reinvent their womanhood
as a Thai female migrant in Hong Kong. They try to be a competent and competitive
woman in the labor market; a good wife, a good mother and a good daughter-inlaw in their Hong Kong family. To a certain extent, they embody the different
definitions of women this gender role in both the Thai and Hong Kong society.
After negotiating their identity as women, Thai female migrants start to reinvent
their womanhood to meet the gender role expectation in Hong Kong, but at the same
time, they face the dilemma and walk in-between.

In conclusion, all of my arguments serve as a critique as well as an alternative to
understanding and the discourse of transnational migration that represents female
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migrants from developing to developed countries because of their economic
desperation in the home country. In fact, I argue that Thai female migrants are open
minded to interactions of different norms and values regarding of their gender, class,
religion, and ethnicity in different perspectives in the process of their transnational
migration. Even so, at the same time these interactions lead Thai female migrants
to have a complex identity, in which their journey of transnational migration and
life experiences in the host country help them to strategically confront stereotypes
and prejudices in their everyday lives and empower them to challenge gender
inequality and reinvent their womanhood.

7.3 Contributions to Theory Building
The findings of this research contribute to both theory building and practice. The
findings help us to enrich the theoretical understanding in two main areas; firstly,
to explicate the dynamic and interactive nature of identity negotiation and enhance
understanding of the in-between identity of transnational migrants, and secondly,
to understand various categories of the female migrant.

7.3.1 In-between Identity of Transnational Migrants
This research has shown that transnational migrants experience a lifelong process
of identity negotiation resulting in an in-between identity. This subjective identity
is experienced in, expressed and shaped by their life experiences along with their
transnational migration in both the home and host countries. As Thai female
migrants became permanent residents of Hong Kong simultaneously becoming
wives, mothers, and daughters-in-law, they developed an in-between identity after
the process of identity negotiation. Due to their multiple social roles in both the
home country and the host country, transnational migrants encountered both the
dilemmas and opportunities of this in-between identity. They need to negotiate their
conflicting worldviews and values to find a suitable position for them; this ongoing
and lifelong negotiation process is how the in-between identity came into being.
The in-between identity creates the situation where transnational migrants not only
subjectively identify themselves from both the home and the host countries, they
also are objectively pulled by both identities. This in-between identity is a fluid
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identity and a survival strategy; a rationale they develop based on their life
experiences in both countries.

Therefore, the in-between identity is fluid and unstable, unfolding in daily life and
lifelong lasting. Rather than imagining themselves as being connected with the
unknown and faceless others (Anderson, 1983, p. 6), this identity is a subjective
willingness to affiliate transnational migrants with other specific people. This inbetween identity reflects their constant comparison and negotiation of the particular
circumstances they meet, whereby they make an identity choice (preference to be
close to or to be away from the original/host society) based on their value judgment.
Further, this in-between identity is also reinforced by the contestation of the people
in both the home and host countries.
The process of Thai female migrants’ identity negotiation in the new socioeconomic and socio-cultural environments involves two different levels; the micro
level which is the migrant woman’s negotiation of their national and ethnic identity,
gender and social roles and adaptation to life challenges and strategies. The macro
level encompasses their individual interactions with family, community, and
society from all aspects of their life journey. By analyzing the data gained from
participant observation and the interviews, it can be concluded these different
dimensions on both the micro and macro levels can be combined, to form a
composite framework to understand the dynamics and complexity of identity
negotiation and in-between identity.

7.3.2 Understand Various Categories of the Female Migrant
As mentioned in the identity negotiation framework, data was analysed from the
intersectional perspective. This study found there are three dimensions which
reflect the identity of Thai female migrants in Hong Kong, relating to their age,
beliefs and ethnicity. Each dimension in the framework reflects the process of
impact on the identity negotiation of female migrants. The three dimensions are
composed of the following:
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1) Age (elder generation versus younger generation)

2) Religious belief (Buddhist versus Non-Buddhists)

3) Ethnicity (Thai Chinese versus Non-Thai Chinese)

The analysis of the narratives gained from the in-depth interviews with fourteen
Thai female migrants revealed variations within the three dimensions impacting
their identity. It should be noted that the purpose of the analysis is not to classify
migrant women mechanically but was based on the backgrounds of participants and
the research findings. The various categories are not mutually exclusive, and no
subject is entirely consistent with the profiles to understand various categories of
the female migrant. The purpose of theoretical synthesis is to discover the diversity
of female migrants and use an intersectional perspective to understand their identity
negotiation within the conceptual framework.

Highlighting the three different dimensions from the intersectional perspective in
this study provides a conceptual tool for us to understand the dominant
characteristics of different sub-groups and in-group differences of Thai female
migrants. The narratives gained from participant observations and interviews of
each sub-group reflect a core theme which represents the most significant issues of
identity negotiation.

1). The elder generation versus The younger generation
This study divided the elder and the younger generation based on their length of
residency in Hong Kong. Six Thai female migrants who lived in Hong Kong more
than twenty years were considered as the elder generation, while the other eight
were the younger generation. The elder generation Thai female migrants expressed
that they adjusted to life in Hong Kong very well and have a strong sense of “being
Hong Konger” rather than Thai. They regard Hong Kong as their own home and
presented themselves as a Hong Konger come from Thailand. It is important to
understand the relationship between the length of residency in Hong Kong and the
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sense of belonging; their more than twenty years life in Hong Kong help them to
cope with adaption issues to fully integrate into Hong Kong society. Therefore, they
have strong emotion attached to the host country and feel like “being a Hong
Konger”.

For the younger generation, the new socio-cultural environments in Hong Kong has
brought many challenges and dilemmas to them. These difficulties in their life led
them to have strong emotional attachments to the home country. In this way, they
have positive feelings to Thailand and feel like “being a Thai” rather than “being a
Hong Konger”. This feeling of “being a Thai” or “being a Hong Konger” is relative
to a certain degree; the length of residency in Hong Kong being the critical
dimension. However, from the intersectional perspective, there are many other
dimensions such as religion and ethnicity which also influence their identity. In
many cases, these migrants have developed an in-between identity which is varied
by time, space and people.

2). The Buddhist versus The Non-Buddhists
A total of eleven female migrants are Buddhists, while the remaining three are
Christian. This study found Buddhism played a significant role in Thai people’s
identity finding that “being a Thai” is always equal to “being a Buddhist”. For these
Buddhist Thai female migrants, Buddhism is their spiritual sustenance, through the
Thai temple which is a transnational space where their Thai identity is reinforced.
They have positive feelings towards Thai society and Thai identity; social
circumstances make them psychologically desirable for being close to Thailand and
Thai people. For these Buddhists Thai female migrants, “being a Thai” was always
mentioned by them in the process of identity negotiation. However, for the other
three Christian Thai female migrants, without the shackles of Buddhism religion,
they are more open minded and have a multicultural orientation to interact with
others in their life; the socio-cultural context in Hong Kong makes them feel “being
a Hong Konger” which is influenced by Hong Kong society.

3). The Thai Chinese versus The Non-Thai Chinese
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Many Thai Chinese ethnic female migrants showed their psychological desire to be
close to Hong Kong society reflected by their behaviours. These Thai Chinese
female migrants have positive feelings of “being a Hong Konger” and an eagerness
to develop themselves in the new environment of Hong Kong society. Nine female
migrants in this study were classified into this sub-group. As discussed in Chapter
Six, economic and cultural links between Thailand and Hong Kong are longstanding, and many Thai Chinese regularly moved between Thailand and Hong
Kong. For Thai Chinese female migrants, as their ancestral home was in Canton
(Guangzhou), Teochew (Chaozhou and Shantou) or Hainan, they shared the similar
socio-cultural background with Hong Kong Chinese, practicing these cultural
norms in their Thai Chinese families. For Thai Chinese female migrants, their ethnic
background advantages their integration into Hong Kong society over other Thai
female migrants, facing fewer difficulties in their work and family life in Hong
Kong to enhance their feeling of “being a Hong Konger”.

The various categories of female migrants represent the contribution of this study
to offer a combined conceptual framework to understand transnational migration in
the present time. It is essential for the researcher to distinguish the diversity and ingroup differences among female migrants. All the narratives gained from interviews
and participant observations explained how Thai female migrants respond to the
national, ethnic and gender identity dilemmas in their everyday life in Hong Kong
along with their transnational migration journeys. Each sub-type of female migrants
presents their challenges and strategies in the process of identity negotiation.
Therefore, it is critical for the researcher to identify the different characteristics of
migration and maintain multicultural orientation.

7.4 Implications for Policy and Practice
Transnational migration has been long studied, in particular, the female migrants
from developing countries to developed countries through transnational marriages.
The common prejudices against these transnational marriages are that these
marriages are pathological, are not the normal relationship but money-minded,
these relationships are maintained with exchange rather than love. However, this
137

study uses an intersectional approach to understand transnational migration and
marriage is important, especially when the research target is a specific sociodemography group. In this study, the respondents are Thai women, from a society
which has used traditional power relations, to understand their marriage with a
husband from the developed country. However, the question arises is it appropriate
to theorize the life stories of well-educated Thai women from middle-upper-class
urban families working in professional capacities in Hong Kong in the same way as
domestic workers from wider South-East Asia? This study believes that it is
important for researchers to be aware of the different sub-cultures and the withingroup differences; to develop a multicultural orientation to understand so-called
marginalized people and groups.

Secondly, the study has shown that gender inequality continues in Thai society and
has a deep impact on Thai women, despite policy commitments to reduce it. Further,
gender inequality is experienced at the level of subjectivity. Chapter Five showed
how “nation-religion-monarchy” trinity placed Thai women in the lower status.
Cultural and religious structures specific to Thailand serve to reinforce these beliefs.
As such, self-awareness needs to be raised in the women themselves to enable them
to challenge gender inequality, just as the social structures that continue to position
and respond to women as the unequal need to be challenged.

Finally, labor market and workplace issues need to be addressed. Thai female
migrants’ labor market participation patterns include what has been referred to as
economic motherhood, where women traditionally participate in economic
activities. Chapter Six demonstrated that Thai female migrants still face
discrimination and dilemmas because of their race, gender and other factors. This
suggests that all women, especially migrant women, should have access to the fair
and favorable labor market work, with social support benefits. It also suggests that
more work needs to be done on eliminating discrimination against migrant women
in Hong Kong, through legislative protection and changing societal attitudes.
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7.5 Limitations of the Research
First of all, the main limitation of this study is the findings of this study cannot be
generalized to understand other transnational migration and the transnational
migrants in other countries, as only fourteen Thai female migrants were selected.
As the respondents are from middle-upper class families and work in Hong Kong
as professionals, more attention needs to be focused on the internal differences of
respondents as well. Therefore, the sample in this research is not representative of
other female migrants in Hong Kong and the findings may not reflect the situation
of other female migrants in Hong Kong.

Another limitation of this study is choosing a qualitative research method.
Silverman (2010) argues that qualitative research approaches sometimes leave out
contextual sensitivities, and focus more on meanings and experiences. This study
focused on the Thai female migrants’ life experience, but it is also important for us
to study other imperative issues in the context of transnational migration. The rigor
of a qualitative study can be questioned, because is more difficult to maintain,
assess, and demonstrate, and the quality of research is highly dependent on the
individual skills of the researcher and more easily influenced by the researcher’s
personal biases and idiosyncrasies (Anderson, 2010).

Even so, from the results obtained, I observed that under the influence of different
social factors from the Hong Kong and Thai societies, Thai female migrants do not
just attach to one identity. Their identity is multiple, fragmentary and constantly
varying. Moreover, such social factors also result in an ambiguous and conflicted
self-identity. Nevertheless, I discovered that though Thai female migrants have a
mix of Thai and Hong Konger identity, their degree of sense of belonging to both
Thai and Hong Kong cultures may differ, there may be multiple degrees of mixed
identity. This is because the level of Thai or Hong Kong identity is affected by an
individual’s social attributions and the individual’s perception and experiences of
particular social circumstances under Hong Kong social structures. Consequently,
looking into the subjectivity of Thai female migrants, the individual members who
are more affected by Hong Kong identity would show a higher degree of “Hong
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Konger” while having a sense of Thai identity. Those who are more influenced by
Thai identity would feel a strong attachment to Thailand, while they also would also
regard themselves as part Hong Kong. The social attribution and the social structure
of Hong Kong are the mechanisms of identity negotiation which is essential to Thai
female migrants’ identities. The social attributions of Thai female migrants include
their age, their ethnicity (Thai Chinese or non-Thai Chinese); their religion
(Buddhist or non-Buddhist); their family background, their language ability, their
education; and how long they have lived in the Hong Kong.

7.6 Suggestions for Future Research
Transnational migration is a human mobility which has far-reaching impact on both
home and host countries. Focusing on the experience of transnational migration,
this research has shown its impact on migrants’ identity negotiation. It has taken a
very first step to study Thai female migrants in Hong Kong, but as mentioned above,
the findings of this study are limited due to time and resource constraints. As there
are several issues requiring further investigation to understand more fully Thai
female migrants in Hong Kong, I put forward the following suggestions to further
understanding of identity negotiation of female migrants.
Firstly, due to the specific focus of my study, I only focus on Thai migrant women’s
current life in Hong Kong but do not focus much on the migratory stage before
migrating to Hong Kong and after returning to Thailand. As a transnational migrant,
respondents in this study always maintain close ties between Thailand and Hong
Kong, keep a close relationship with their Thai family as a daughter and their Hong
Kong family as a wife, a mother, and daughter-in-law. It would be interesting to
complement these transnational life experiences with a follow-up research on the
life experiences of Thai female migrants after they return to Thailand.

Secondly, in terms of the in-between identity, it is necessary and important to study
female migrants of different ethnicities and nationalities, Future research should
also focus on the subgroups and the internal variations and differences among
Southeast Asian female migrants in Hong Kong. This current study, only focused
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on Thai female migrants in this generalized group, but I suggest the experiences of
Chinese diaspora, especially for female marriage migrants who come from
Malaysia and Singapore as a Chinese Diaspora with “Canton root” are different,
and their life stories encourage further in-depth research.

Thirdly, it is also worthy to study husbands and families of transnational marriage
couples as the lack of information on husbands and families undoubtedly undermine
a holistic understanding of transnational migration. It is important for us to further
study the husband and the family in the local context. For female migrants, their
husbands and families always play an important role and impact their life
experience and identity in the host country. The support, encouragement and care
from husbands and families are also considered to be key factors in the process of
social integration for female migrants. It points out the importance of studying the
views and perceptions of their husbands and families in the host country.

Concerning the transnational migration globally, the suprasystem and impact of
migration experience on identity model developed in this study helps to gain insight
and understanding of different social factors which affect transnational migrants’
lives from individual, family, community, and social perspectives in the host
country. From the beginning of their transnational migration journey to their current
life experience and their future plans and hopes in the host country, from both the
micro and macro levels, this model enables both researchers and policymakers to
understand the different aspects of transnational migration nowadays and maintain
a multicultural orientation.

7.7 Concluding Remarks
The journey of this research started with my encounter with Ms. Warunee. Her life
experience as a transnational migrant inspired me to investigate the identity issues
faced by Thai female migrants in Hong Kong. Along with the journey of this
research, I continuously witness how Thai female migrants perceive their identity,
how Hong Kong socio-economic and socio-cultural contexts shape their identity
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negotiation and their agency in empowering themselves and reinventing their
womanhood as a Thai female migrant in Hong Kong.

This study will enrich our understanding of the life experiences of Thai female
migrants in Hong Kong, enabling us to understand the process of identity
negotiation and its impact on their womanhood reinvention in Hong Kong. Thai
female migrants’ stories in this study show women’s agency in shaping their
identity, expectations, and perspectives as a woman. At the same time, their
narratives also reflect there are many socio-economic and socio-cultural factors
from both the home country and the host country shaping their identity negotiation,
Thai female migrants maintain the “in-between” identity and have multiple social
roles in two countries.
Female migrants’ identity negotiation in a new socio-cultural environment has
important implications for their womanhood reinvention. Becoming in-between is
a life-long journey to negotiate their identity and find their sense of belonging, it
involves both micro and macro level negotiation. It requires additional dedicated
research to uncover how migrants with different life experiences and cultural
backgrounds negotiate their identity from the individual, family, community, and
social perspectives.
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APPENDIX A: HKSAR 2016 Population By-census: Ethnicity Theme
Table A1. Population by Ethnicity and Year (2016 Population By-census Office,
Census and Statistics Department)

Table A2. Population by Sex, Age, Year and Ethnicity and Population (Excluding
Foreign Domestic Helpers) by Sex, Age, Year and Ethnicity (2016 Population Bycensus Office, Census and Statistics Department)
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Table A3. Population by Ethnicity, Sex, Year and Economic Activity Status (2016
Population By-census Office, Census and Statistics Department)

Source:
2016 Population By-census Office
Census and Statistics Department
The Government of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region
Enquiry telephone: 3547 1800
Email: bycensus2016@censtatd.gov.hk
Release date:
27-February-2017
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APPENDIX B1 – Gatekeeper Information Form

INFORMATION SHEET FOR GATEKEEPERS AND TRANSCRIBERS
Research study title
From Outsiders to In-Betweens: Identity Negotiation of Thai Female Migrants
in Hong Kong
What is the purpose and duration of the study?
I am conducting this research for MPhil studies through the Department of
Sociology and Social Policy, Lingnan University, Hong Kong.
This study seeks to discover what is it to be a Thai female migrant in
contemporary Hong Kong? It will look at how do Thai female migrants living
Hong Kong perceive their identity? How does Hong Kong context shape Thai
female migrants’ identity negotiation? And the relationship among them, Hong
Kong Society and domestic worker from Southeast Asia.
It is expected that the study will take 12 months. During that time, I will be living
in Lingnan University, Hong Kong.
Recruitment criteria
The study I am undertaking requires 14 participants. Each of these participants
must a Thai female migrant who got married to local Hong Kong Chinese
husband; resided in Hong Kong for a continuous period of not less than seven
years; and has taken Hong Kong as her place of permanent residence.
How will the study be conducted?
I will conduct interviews with the 14 participants that will be digitally recorded.
In these interviews, I will ask each participant to tell me how she came to live
in Hong Kong and the impact this has had on her life and her identity formation.
I will be asking each participant to tell me the story of who they are and how
they see themselves as a Thai female migrants in Hong Kong, and their
relationship with Hong Kong local society and domestic worker from Southeast
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Asia. Interviews will be conducted with the help of translators if it is needed.
It is anticipated that maybe there will be a number of interviews over a period
of twelve months. The interviews will not take more than 2 hours each and may
take less. After the interview, the participant and I will decide whether there is
other information s/he wants to share. If so, another time will be arranged to
enable the participant to continue telling her story.
Role of the gatekeepers
The nominated gatekeepers will assist me to recruit the 14 research
participants according to the criteria listed above.
Role of the transcribers
There will be 2 transcribers, each with a different role.
The first transcriber will transcribe the digitally recorded interviews where native
language has been used as the language medium firstly into the native
language and then into English.
When all interviews are finished, a second transcriber will check for accuracy
of the first transcriber by back translating from the written English to the original
recorded interview.
Confidentiality
It is essential that all information pertaining to research participants be kept
confidential, and not shared with others under any circumstances.
What will happen to the results of this study?
During the four months that I will be collecting the data by interviews, I will be
available to share with participants what I have discovered through the
interviews.
When the interviews are completed, I will compile all the information collected
and then will contact those who participate again to share what I have written
relating to them. If you decide to participate, this will be an opportunity for you
to tell me if you are not happy with something I have written and/or to tell me if
there are any mistakes in the information I have written. I will then delete or
change anything as they advise me.
Finally, I will record my findings in a detailed essay which will be submitted to
my University – Lingnan University, Hong Kong – for marking. A copy of this
essay will be given to Ms. Bungon Tamasorn, who has said she will make
available in the Thai Regional Alliance in Hong Kong library for anyone to
borrow and read at his or her leisure. I will also seek to report my findings to
wider international forums, e.g. journals, conferences and workshops.
Who has reviewed and approved the project?
This study has been cleared by one of the human ethics committees of the
Lingnan University. You are of course, free to discuss your participation in this
study with myself – contact details below. If you would like to speak to an officer
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of the Lingnan University not involved in the study, you may contact my chief
supervisor Dr. Annie CHAN on +852-26167204.

I have read the Information Sheet for Gatekeepers, Translators, Transcribers
and Counsellors. I understand the nature of my role in this research and the
importance of confidentiality in all circumstances.

☐

I agree to abide by the confidentiality provisions for this research,

as set out above.

Name: _____________________________________________
Role: ______________________________________________
Signature: _________________________________________
Date: ______________________________________________
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APPENDIX B2 – Participant Information Form

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET

Research study title
From Outsiders to In-Betweens: Identity Negotiation of Thai Female Migrants
in Hong Kong
What is the purpose and duration of the study?
I am conducting this research for MPhil studies through the Department of
Sociology and Social Policy, Lingnan University, Hong Kong.
This study seeks to discover what is it to be a Thai female migrant in
contemporary Hong Kong? It will look at how do Thai female migrants living
Hong Kong perceive their identity? How does Hong Kong context shape Thai
female migrants’ identity negotiation? And the relationship among them, Hong
Kong Society and domestic worker from Southeast Asia.
It is expected that the study will take 12 months. During that time, I will be living
in Lingnan University, Hong Kong.
Invitation
You are being invited to take part in this research study. Before you decide, it
is important for you to understand why the research is being done and what it
will involve. Please take time to read the following information carefully and
discuss it with others if you wish. Please feel free to ask me if there is anything
that is not clear or if you would like more information. Take time to decide
whether or not you wish to take part. Thank you for reading this.
Do I have to take part?
Participation in the study is entirely voluntary. Even though you have been
suggested as someone who might like to participate, the decision to do so is
entirely yours. No offence will be caused if you decide not to participate.
If you decide to take part, you will be given this information sheet to keep. You
will also be asked to sign a consent form indicating your willingness to take
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part. A copy of this signed consent is also yours to keep. Further, if you decide
to take part, you still retain the right to withdraw from the study at any time for
any reason. Again, no offence will be caused if you withdraw.
What will be my involvement if I take part?
If you decide to take part in this study, you will be asked to join me in a number
of interviews that will be digitally recorded. In these interviews, I will ask you to
tell me how you came to live in Hong Kong and the impact this has had on your
identity and life. I will ask you to tell me your story of who you are, how you see
yourself as a Southeast Female migrant in Hong Kong and your relationship
with Hong Kong local society and domestic worker from Southeast Asia.
If you decide to participate, you can converse in your native language, English
or a combination of both – whatever you feel most comfortable with.
It is anticipated that there will be a number of interview over a period of four
months. The interviews will not take more than 2 hours each and may take less.
After the interview, we will decide whether there is other information you want
to share. If so, we will arrange another time suitable to you to enable you to
continue telling your story. However, if you decide not to continue after the first
interview, you are free to withdraw from the study.
Will my taking part in this study be kept confidential?
All information, which is collected from you during the course of the study, will
be kept strictly confidential. Any information about you, which is to be used by
me in any way, will have your name and any other identifying details (e.g. where
you came from, family names etc.) removed, so that you personally cannot be
recognised from it.
A number of security measures will be used to safeguard all data collected
during the course of the study, for example, digital recording of interviews,
written notes and electronic records. Digital recording of interviews will be
transferred to a computer programme. All electronic records will be protected
by password, written notes will be stored in locked cabinets in the first instance,
and then posted to the Department of Sociology and Social Policy, Lingnan
University, Hong Kong for safekeeping and future reference until the end of the
study. All data will be destroyed when the research is completed.
What are the possible risks of taking part?
Telling your story may invoke painful memories. If you decide to take part, and
this happens, Wasu ****** and Somthida ****** [the real names of these people
were included in the sheets handed to participants] from the Thai Regional
Alliance in Hong Kong will be available for debriefing and/or to just talk with
you. Wasu ****** or Somthida ****** will not receive any information from myself.
They will only know what you want to tell them. Neither will they be feeding
back to me. Whatever you decide to share, will be kept confidential between
yourself and them.
What are the possible benefits of taking part?
It is hoped that the stories told by the participants will help the outside world
understand what is happening to Thai female migrants in Hong Kong and what
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kind of relationship among them, Hong Kong local society and domestic worker
from Southeast Asia Southeast Asian female migrants.
What will happen to the results of this study?
During the research that I will be collecting the data by interviews, I will be
available to share with participants what I have discovered through the
interviews. If you decide to participate, you are free to contact me through
phone, Email or in person.
When the interviews are completed, I will compile all the information collected
and then will contact those who participate again to share what I have written
relating to them. If you decide to participate, this will be an opportunity for you
to tell me if you are not happy with something I have written and/or to tell me if
there are any mistakes in the information I have written. I will then delete or
change anything you are not happy with and correct any mistakes I have made.
Finally, I will record my findings in a detailed essay which will be submitted to
my University – Lingnan University, Hong Kong – for marking. A copy of this
essay will be given to Ms. Bungon Tamasorn, who has said she will make
available in the Thai Regional Alliance in Hong Kong library for anyone to
borrow and read at his or her leisure.
I will also seek to report my findings to wider international forums, eg journals,
conferences and workshops.
Who has reviewed and approved the project?
This study has been cleared by one of the human ethics committees of the
Lingnan University. You are of course, free to discuss your participation in this
study with myself – contact details below. If you would like to speak to an officer
of the Lingnan University not involved in the study, you may contact my chief
supervisor Dr. Annie CHAN on +852-26167204.

My contact details for further information
In Hong Kong
Mr. Herbary ZHANG
MPhil Student
Department of Sociology and Social Policy
Lingnan University
Tuen Mun, N.T., Hong Kong.
Mobile Phone: +852 93336703
In Thailand
The Convention Condo #505
220/33 Chonpratan Road, Moo 2, Tambon Changpuak
Chiang Mai, Thailand 50300.
Mobile Phone: +66 918521904
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APPENDIX B3 – Participant Consent Form

PARTICIPANT CONSENT SHEET

Research Project Title: From Outsiders to In-Betweens: Identity Negotiation
of Thai Female Migrants in Hong Kong

1.

I have read the Information Sheet for this study and have had details of
the study explained to me.

2.

My questions about the study have been answered to my satisfaction,
and I understand that I may ask further questions at any time.

3.

I also understand that I am free to withdraw from the study at any time.

4.

I understand that any information collected during the study will be kept
confidential.

5.

I agree to participate in digitally recorded interviews with the researcher.

Participant’s Name : _______________________________________

Participant’s Signature : __________________________________

Date : _________________________________________________________

Contact Details: ______________________________________________
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Researcher’s Name: Herbary ZHANG
Researcher’s Contact Details: WYL 303, SOCSP, Lingnan University
Tuen Mun, N.T., Hong Kong
Email: herbary.lingnan@gmail.com
Phone: +852 9333 6703

Researcher’s Signature:
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APPENDIX C: PARTICIPANT DEMOGRAPHICS

Name

Age
(years)

Homet
own

Length
of
residen
cy
(years)
13

Occupation

Educati
on

Channel of
meeting husband

Number of
Children

Languages
Spoken

Religion

Wasu

38

Namsai

45

Bangko
k
Bangko
k

Banking

Master

Ex-colleague

2

Buddhism

20

Media

Master

Husband work in
Thailand

2

Thai, English,
Cantonese
Thai, English,
Cantonese

Pinkaew

42

Bangko
k

12

Academia

PhD

Ex-classmate

0

Buddhism

30

Nakhon
Sawan

8

Clerk

Bachel
or

Husband work in
Thailand

1

Thai, English,
Cantonese,
Mandarin
Thai, English,
Cantonese

Jun
Bungon

50

Chiang
Rai

26

Bachel
or

Social matching

4

Thai, English,
Cantonese

Buddhism

Pinjai

35

Bangko
k

10

SelfEmployed/N
GO
Finance

MBA

0

Thai, English,
Japanese

Buddhism

Noo

62

Samut
Prakan

37

SelfEmployed

College

Knowing husband
when visiting
Hong Kong
Social matching

5

Thai,
Cantonese

Buddhism

153

Buddhism

Christian

Mukdawan

50

Chiang
Mai

30

SelfEmployed

Bachel
or

Husband work in
Thailand

3

Thai, English,
Cantonese

Buddhism

Amporn

36

Bangko
k

10

Clerk

Master

Ex-colleague

2

Buddhism

Oradi

32

Bangko
k

8

Consultant

Master

Ex-classmate

0

Pianpchong

58

Chiang
Mai

26

SelfEmployed

College

Brokering

3

Thai, English,
Cantonese,
Mandarin
Thai, English,
Cantonese,
Mandarin
Thai,
Cantonese

Malee

65

Chiang
Mai

40

SelfEmployed

Bachel
or

Social matching

4

Thai, English,
Cantonese

Buddhism

Thapin

48

Bangko
k

15

Government

PhD

Ex-colleague

2

Buddhism

Rangsima

37

Bangko
k

12

Finance

Master

Ex-colleague

1

Thai, English,
Cantonese,
Mandarin
Thai, English,
Cantonese,
French
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Christian

Buddhism

Christian

APPENDIX D: Interview Questions for Thai Female Migrants in Hong Kong

1. Background


Background in Thailand: year of birth, home town, education, occupational
history; parents’ background






Special memories from childhood/youth
Traveling before moving to Hong Kong.
Moving to Hong Kong – when, why? Why did you stay permanently?
Any foreknowledge or preconceptions about Hong Kong and Hong KongChinese? Did they change?



Where did you meet your husband? How did you decide to stay in Hong Kong?
And husband’s background



How did your family/friends react to the fact that your husband was a Hong
Kong? How about your husband’s family/friends?



The wedding ceremony – where, when, how?

2. Working Experiences


What did you do before move to Hong Kong? And what’s your job in Hong
Kong now?
-Have you come across any difficulty in working in Hong Kong? If yes, what’s
that? Please share.
-How do you think you’re treated in workplace? If there is any difference, what is
that (such as: salary, workload, position, fringe and attitude)? What do you think
about the difference? How do you feel? How do you deal with it?
 What is your relationship with your colleagues?
- Do they treat you the same as other local colleagues? If there is any difference,
what is that?
-What do you think are the reasons they treat you in this way?
-What is the impact of such perception on the relationship between you and your
colleagues? (Such as: up and down in emotion, a low self-esteem, difficulty in
identifying yourself with local people etc.)
3. Family Life


Life at present: work, education in Hong Kong, place(s) of residence, family,
children and as housewife?
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Living in intercultural marriage: difficulties, joys? Would it be different, if
husband was from Hong Kong? How?



Cultural differences in everyday life? Misunderstandings, disagreements? Are
they due to cultural differences, or differences between individuals?



Communication (topics, way of communication) – verbal and non-verbal

- Women’s and men’s roles
- Values
- Religion
- Upbringing of children (choice of names; Religious upbringing; nationality;
education)
 The language spoken at home?
-Cantonese/English/Mandarin/Thai Language? In what kind of situations? Between
spouses? Husband’s language skills?
-Children’s language skills. Which language do they speak? In what kind of
situations?
-How did they learn Thai language?
-Have they refused speaking Thai language? When?
-Difficulties, surprises in teaching Thai language?
-Differences between children?
-Husband’s and his family’s attitude towards bilingual upbringing (society, school)
-Personal relationship with Cantonese: When and which circumstances do you
speak? Reading, writing (Hong Kong magazines, internet)
-Which language do you prefer? Why? What does it mean to speak your mother
tongue? Any language problems?


Have you changed as a person in the intercultural marriage to adapt your live
with your Hong Kong- Chinese family?

4. Cultural Heritage in Everyday Life
 Thai/Hong Kong in everyday life
-Traditions: holidays, food, home furnishing
-Monarchy
-Hobbies, organizational activities
-Friends: Thai, Hong Kong Chinese, other nationalities? Did you try to find other
friends from same country? Making friends with Thai and others – differences?
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What do they mean for you?
-Relationship with Hong Kong-Chinese? Thai?
-Contacts to Thailand: visits; do you follow what is happening in Thailand?
-Has the meaning of Thai traditions changed during the time?
5. Views on Thailand and Hong Kong


Thailand and Hong Kong: differences, similarities, good and bad sides?



What do you miss from Thailand? What not?



What is the best in living in Hong Kong? The worst?



Symbols of Thainess?



Thai people? Hong Kong Chinese? Do you find these qualities in yourself?







Meaning of Thai roots?
Reaction of others towards Thai. Stereotypes of Thai people? How did you react?
What would you like people to know about Thailand?
What is your homeland? Where do you belong to?
Is it important to keep up Thai heritage in Hong Kong? Why? Do you see any
threats? Any pressures to assimilate?



How well have you adjusted? Problems? Are there any factors that would have
helped your adjustment?




Have you been able to fulfill yourself here? Compared to Thailand?
If you had the chance, would you do something differently? Would you make
the same choices?

6. Views on Thai Domestic Worker


Do you think Hong Kong society can identify the difference between domestic
worker and you? and how?




What’s the similarity/difference between domestic workers and you?
Do you think Hong Kong society have positive or negative image on domestic
workers? And what’s your opinion on this issue?



What’s your feeling when you see domestic worker been abused by Hong Kong
local and the resistant reaction from them?



Do you involve in any government organization/NGOs which focus on
migration issue in Hong Kong and how do you evaluate their work?

7. Future


Where do you want to live in the future? Is there a situation in which you would
move to Thailand or another place rather than Hong Kong?
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Thai traditions in the future? In children’s lives? The choice of their future
spouses?




How do you see your life after ten years?
Would you like to add something?
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